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From explorers' writings late last century to contemporary tourism publications promoting 
Sarawak, the Iban people have been the focus of more than a century of academic and non-
academic scrutiny. These descriptions are often accompanied by visual representations - as 
drawings and, more commonly, photographs - of the Iban. However, these images have 
never been seriously studied within an academic framework. In my research, I analyse these 
images through the contextual lenses of three periods: 'colonial', 'independence', and 
'contemporary'.                
 
I find that the politics of visual representations of the Iban in colonial times was largely 
similar to those of other colonised indigenous peoples around the world. I show that these 
colonial visual stereotypes of 'Iban man as warrior' and 'Iban woman as erotica' were also 
largely unchanged during Malaysia's independence. Unlike the past, however, the 
contemporary Iban show agency as they co-opt these usually negative visual stereotypes to 
their own advantage as they grapple with an ethnic identity that straddles the past and 
present. Reflecting on the legacy of such enduring visual representations, I discuss the 
extent to which they indicate that Iban culture - specifically their readily identifiable 'tribal' 
representations - is being utilised by the State as a tourism icon. More inwardly, I speculate 
if the State is creating a niche for Iban culture in the tradition of a Furnivallian pluralistic 
society. In general, my research shows that an analysis of visual representations can fill a 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
 
1.1  In the beginning 
 
It was 1997. I had just quit my job and was about to start a new one. In the interim 2-3 week 
period, I was itching to leave Singapore and wash the bad taste of the old job out of my 
mouth. I wanted to go far away but had unfortunately not saved enough for that. So I looked 
to a nearer destination to slake my thirst for wanderlust. Inspired by a travel-book that I had 
just read
1
, I was itching to see a bit of Sarawak. The author's guides were Iban, and their 
lifestyles were described so vividly in the book that I wanted to experience the culture for 
myself. Like all budding backpackers on a budget, I thumbed the few Sarawak travel 
guidebooks there were in the bookshops (as the internet was yet to be widespread in 
Singapore). Beyond the text that promised Sarawak to be a wild, rugged place, what struck 
me more were the photographs of alien-looking Iban warriors with feather hats and long 
knives, dancing solo as if in a trance. Despite the text reminding me that the act of 
headhunting has been extinct for decades, the photographs of these battle-ready men appear 
to suggest otherwise. Through these photographs that adorned guidebooks, I was captivated 
by how far apart our cultures were and that for a few hundred dollars, I could buy myself an 
experience that not only would fascinate me, but also brag about when I returned. 
 For about a week, I visited the sights that Kuching – the capital of Sarawak – had to 
offer. The highlight was of course the upriver package tour that took me to a rural Iban 
longhouse community for a stay with the headhunters of the past. While the homestay was 
indeed something a backpacker could write home about, I somehow felt cheated. Recalling 
the enticing photographs of Iban warriors in the guidebooks that had beckoned me to cast 
aside my modernity to enter their world of traditionality, I cannot help but to wonder why I 
was so easily taken in by their exotic quality. All around me in the remote longhouse were 
                                                 
1
 This was Redmond O'Hanlon's 1987 book, Into the heart of Borneo. He, together with another hapless 
Englishman, went to the heart of Borneo in search of the Bornean rhino. Laced with dry wit and wild action, 
the two wrote about their journey in 1983 which started in Sarawak and took them to the deepest parts of 
Borneo. They, however, did not sight any rhinos. 
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signs of modernity, the most obvious of which were all the petrol/diesel powered appliances 
– generators, outboard motors etc. – that polluted the otherwise subtle sounds of the 
surrounding jungle. The Iban who hosted us were undoubtedly friendly, but they looked 
nothing like what the photographs had set me up to expect. Almost without exception, the t-
shirt and shorts/sarong were the clothing of choice for the Iban of that longhouse. I would 
catch glimpses of the bare torsos of men as they worked around the longhouse, but this was 
hardly the sign of a warrior. That night, after dinner, the few of us guests were feted in an 
Iban cultural crash-course; men and women donned their traditional attire and danced for us. 
Even though I could finally see my photographs coming to life, I felt dissatisfied. I had no 
illusions that the Iban had put on a show for us because we were paying-guests, and that the 
real illusions were in fact created by those guidebook photographs in the first place. These 
images had promoted a lie that was so enticing that I wondered how many other tourists 
were drawn like bees to the Iban only to be disappointed by the mismatch between 
'photographic reality' and 'real-world reality'? 
 
1.2  Background of the Study 
 
Prior to my undergraduate studies in Australia, I had no idea who the Iban people were. I 
was aware of the cosmopolitan „Malaysian‟ in the contemporary sense of the word – as in 
Malaysian „Malays‟, „Chinese‟ and „Indians‟ – but not that there are Iban amongst 
Malaysians. It was during my anthropology modules at an Australian university that I was 
first introduced to the Iban. Even then, the lectures were more concerned about the Iban and 
their position in the history of cultural evolutionary perspectives. As such, I remember 
poring through readings of the Iban that stated that they were the „fiercest headhunters‟ of 
Southeast Asia, accompanied by stark black and white photographs of sinewy tattooed men 
and barebreasted women. I therefore left university with a better understanding of who the 
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Iban were, albeit limited to their reputations as savage killers, and an even more acute sense 
of who they were 'visually', thanks to the old photographs.   
 Quite coincidentally, I returned to Singapore and landed a job as the assistant curator 
at a local museum. I oversaw the part of the Southeast Asian tribal collection that included 
Iban artifacts. During my six-and-a-half years there, I conducted work on Iban culture for 
the purpose of setting up exhibitions and purchasing of relevant Iban artifacts to supplement 
the collection. Needless to say, I was introduced to a whole new world of the Iban. While 
their reputation as „headhunters‟ preceded them, I read a wider range of literature than in my 
university days and gradually became aware that the Iban had a complex culture of which 
headhunting was significantly a part of, but by no means, its definitive trait. Visually, I was 
also exposed to a wider range of visual representations of Iban people featuring those not 
just in loincloths but also in jeans and t-shirts like in everyday Singapore. Interestingly, 
during my tenure as assistant curator, I had conducted two research trips to Sarawak, 
Malaysia that involved staying in Iban longhouses and prolonged contact with my hosts. 
These trips strengthened my impression that much of the academic literature of the past 40-
50 years on the Iban tend to dwell a little too much on their „tribal‟ past and not enough on 
their cultural engagements with modernity.  
 With an awareness that the complexity of Iban culture is a product of the intersection 
between its past and the present, I was still disconcerted by how most of the non-academic 
literature on the Iban (such as the travel books that I had consulted on my first trip to 
Sarawak), and even some of the academic ones, dwell on the „primitiveness‟ of the Iban 
despite changes to all aspects of their lives due to the onset of industralisation and 
modernity in general. One poignant book, in particular, comes to mind: The 1990 book Wild 
People by Arno Linklater. Its depth, or more precisely „the lack of‟, fascinated me: 
He was depressed by the ugliness of the corrugated iron structure, and by the men‟s 
preference from T-shirts and cotton shorts and the women‟s habit of pulling their 
sarongs over their breasts whenever he brought out his camera…It was impossible 
not to sympathise with his predicament….Outboard engines and chain-saws hung 
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from posts in the gallery. Their kitchens were stocked with bright yellow plastic 
buckets, aluminium saucepans and tins of Milo... All this could be minimised but not 
the problem of their clothes. Sarongs had replaced short woven skirts for the women, 
and the men no longer wore the traditional sirat or loin-cloth originally woven from 
bark (Linklater 1990:45, emphasis mine). 
 
I argued that the clothes were irrelevant: if the Iban still genuinely followed their 
traditional beliefs we should fake the pictures, by persuading some of them to wear 
traditional costume, on the grounds that this was the best way of showing their inner 
self (Linklater 1990:46, emphasis mine). 
 
To give some background, Linklater was commissioned by the famous Time-Life magazine 
in the late 1980s to visit Sarawak, with a photographer, to immerse themselves in the realm 
of the Iban or „Wild People‟ for the production of a magazine/book in a series that focused 
on tribal peoples. The passages above detailed his disappointment when he encountered the 
Iban who failed to conform to his ideal of what „Wild People‟ should appropriately be like, 
possessions and all. While I was disappointed by the picture of the Iban painted by travel 
books, Linklater appears to feel let down not by literature, but by Iban culture itself, as it 
had become too modern for the 'tribal' label normally attached to its exotic allure.    
 The passages above (and the book in general) amused and offended me (in equal 
measure) in many ways. For me, it was (and still is) tickling to imagine two hapless 
Westerners who travelled thousands of kilometres to Sarawak only to find out what would 
be apparent with a trip to the local library (i.e. that by the 1980s, there were no longer any 
cultures in the world that have remained „untouched‟ by the modern world, no matter how 
remote their locations). I can just imagine the disappointment on their sweat-soaked faces as 
time and again they had to re-set up their camera equipment as every shot of the Iban was 
„tainted‟ by modernity. 
 On a more critical note, I took offense of the racist overtones that alluded to 
preconceived notions that the Iban have been, and should remain, „primitive‟ for the 
work/pleasure of these intruding foreigners in search of „pristine‟ peoples unsullied by the 
progress brought about by modernisation. Who were these ill-prepared, clueless Westerners 
who, with impunity, were imposing their Eurocentric/ethnocentric views on fellow human 
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beings, with little regard that the Iban, like the rest of the modern world, had the inherent 
right to modernise? Moreover, I feel that the book reeked more of a bigoted comedy of 
errors because the author had shifted the blame of the failed trip away from himself (i.e. his 
own lack of preparation and his unrealistic expectations) to the Iban for ruining his work, 
since they did not remain „primitive‟ for the sake of the gaze of the clueless Westerner. On 
hindsight, I the non-western tourist was also guilty of ethnocentrism as I was too easily 
taken in by the few guidebooks that laid the foundation of my initial trip to Sarawak. 
 As mentioned earlier, Iban culture in much of the popular media and even some 
academic works appear to be portrayed as „pristine‟ and „unchanging‟ at best, and 
„backward‟ and „primitive‟ at worst. This is largely true in both the conventional media – 
such as non-fiction books, travel guides, print advertisements – and new media, i.e. internet 
sites such as travel-related ones that feature certain aspects of Iban culture. While some 
would expect the academic writings on the Iban to be more sympathetic to changes to their 
culture, some of these writings – especially the non-social-science-oriented ones – seem to 
ignore the changes to their cultures brought by modernity, focusing on their „traditional‟ 
culture which gives an illusion of stasis. 
 What struck me in the non-academic portrayals of the Iban, in particular, were not so 
much the written descriptions, but the visual representations which so vividly accompanied 
such writings. While the portrayals of the Iban in a literary form „suggest‟ the impression 
that a reader can form about them through „reading‟, the „truthfulness‟ and „realness‟ 
qualities of visual representations, especially photographs, drive the message home loud and 
clear. Flipping through these travel guides, tourism pamphlets, newspapers, tourists‟ blog 
sites etc., it is clear to see why: accompanying the write-ups of the Iban would almost 
inevitably be photographs of Iban people either dressed in non-modern clothing (i.e. 
„traditional‟ clothing, such as a barebodied men with loincloths and the accessorised 
barebreasted women), set in rural settings (such as a wooden longhouse or against a jungle 
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backdrop) and/or engaging in „non-modern‟ activities such as hand-weaving of textiles or 
hunting with wooden implements. These images are so prevalent that I have discovered that 
many of my friends and colleagues in Singapore and Malaysia who have had no contact 
with the Iban at all have the similar impression that the Iban, by and large, would appear 
like that in real life as in these photos (i.e. still living non-modern lives in a modern world). 
Indeed, as anecdotal evidence that these visual stereotypes are pervasive and influential in 
affecting how the Other visualised the Iban, even some lecturers in my department had 
goodnaturedly joked about why I had chosen the 'half-naked headhunters' as my research 
topic. 
 My background in anthropology and museum curatorship alerted me to some 
interesting questions about the Iban. How different (or similar) are the Iban today as 
compared to their literary stereotypes? Why do the popular media persist in depicting the 
Iban visually as the „noble savage‟2 even when all aspects of Iban culture have been touched 
by modernity? Are there any historical, political and social reasons for the enduring 
stereotype of the „primitive‟ Iban? What do the non-Iban and Iban think about these visual 
stereotypes? All my questions above are inevitably linked to the meaning and power of 
visual representations, of which I was drawn to when searching for the focus of this thesis.    
 
The Politics of (Visual) Representation 
 
There are two “systems of representation” (Hall 2003: 17-19). The first system is one where 
objects, places, people etc. are translated into mental representations which become lodged 
in our minds. When our senses are stimulated, our minds recall these mental images and, by 
judging the similarities and differences with these external stimuli, this allows us to co-
relate that experience with what we are familiar with. Even though each of us has these 
mental representations, the individual still needs the ability to share these with other people 
                                                 
2
 These were the 'uncivilised' non-western tribal peoples who, rather than being considered as violent brutes, 
were romanticised as gentle 'child-like' beings who lived peaceful with nature.  
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meaningfully, so as to create a common ground for communication. This leads us to the 
second system of representation, which is language. While a common language allows us to 
share our mental representations successfully with others (i.e. a writing system and spoken 
language are obvious means of communication), this is by no means the only one. Hall 
(2003: 18) points out that visual images also constitute a „language‟ through which 
meanings are expressed and shared between people. 
 For the purpose of this thesis, a representation is at its simplest “a symbol, or image, 
or the process of presenting to the eye or to the mind” (Williams 1983: 296). A 
representation of an object/subject/idea is made when the „physicalness‟ of this original 
object/idea is transformed into an abstract medium for storage in the mind, or for 
communicating this „physicalness‟ to the receiver. For example, a photograph and a written 
description of a person are both attempts at which some aspects of the subject are 
transmitted to the viewer and reader respectively. At its most basic, a „successful‟ 
representation is able to allow its receiver to discern the connection between that is being 
represented and the medium through which it is transmitted. However, a representation of a 
person, an object or an idea is at best only a substitute and not the actual, physical thing, as 
the „reality‟ of the represented cannot be fully captured by the representations. A simple 
illustration would be that of a a well-taken photograph or a well-written description of a 
person. These may realistically portray the person in focus, but it is still not the same as 
having seen this person in real life. Even though there is a „sameness‟ between the 
„represented‟ and its „representation‟, Fabian (1990: 753) goes as far as to suggest that 
“…the idea of representation implies the prior assumption of a difference between reality 
and its „doubles‟” (emphasis in original). I interpret this to mean that a representation may 
closely show or describe the thing in question, but what it shows or describe is still 
necessarily one step removed from the actual, physical thing. 
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 Baldwin et al (2004: 139) state that things are always represented in a context of 
power and influence, which they label „poetics‟. How and why this „difference‟ takes shape 
when the representation of humans are concerned “…connect them to „politics‟ – the power-
laden relationships between social groups and individuals” (Baldwin et al 2004: 139). The 
politics of representation, then, is part of the wider phenomenon of cultural politics or 
cultural representation that is concerned with the processes where the differences in power 
between disparate social groups are contested and negotiated through cultural practices 
(Mahon 2000, Peterson 2003: 15). Issues of „ethnicity‟ and/or „identity‟, and the interplay 
between the media, popular culture and society as avenues from which visual 
representations are produced and consumed (at least for the groups exposed to the media 
and popular culture), are integral to such a discourse. According to Kellner (1995: 1),  
…products of culture industries provide the models of what it means to be male or 
female, successful or failure, power or powerless. Media culture provides the 
materials of which many people construct their sense of class, of ethnicity and race, 
of nationality, of sexuality, of „us‟ and „them‟ (emphasis mine). 
 
 The politics of representation, then, is partly concerned with how/why/where/what 
one group of people represent another or themselves. One medium of representation is 
through the written/spoken word; the analysis of these would be subsumed under „discourse 
analysis‟, where language-use in a cognitive or social context is scrutinised for nuances 
beyond its linguistic qualities (Potter 2003: 188-9).  A less abstract manner of 
representation, but no less complicated, is through more „realistic‟ means, such as 
photographs, films, paintings etc. In such visual representations, a person is transformed 
from a three-dimensional world into two-dimensional planes (Hall 1980: 131). But beyond a 
visual representation being a one-way interaction between the producer and the viewer, it 
serves bi-directional functions: a visual representation represents the “world around and 
inside us” and also enacts “social interactions as social relations” (Kress and van Leeuwen 
1996: 13). In short, not only does the producer of a visual representation condense his/her 
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worldview into an image, it also activates a response from the viewer, which in turn 
contributes to a conversation of sorts. So as part of a thorough investigation into the visual 
representations featuring Iban people, it is not enough to only understand how they have 
been represented and under what conditions, it is just as important to fathom how the visual 
representations serve as a conduit, either tangible or intangible, between the producers and 
viewers. And to add another layer to this complexity, visual representations of the Self as 
Other are absorbed and resurface as part of the authentic Self to blur the line between 
representers and the represented. This idea would be explored further in Chapter 6 when I 
discuss how stereotypical visual representations of the Iban by the Other are internalised and 
expressed by the Iban as one of two facets of their modern identity.     
 While most contemporary studies on ethnicity are likely to dwell on „core‟ ethnicity 
markers such as religion, language and locality, and how these contribute to „ethnicity‟ 
through negotiations and contestations, the politics of ethnic representation – in particular 
visual representations – as played out in the realms of media and popular culture receives 
less attention. As such, Devereaux (1995) notes in his introduction that academics are more 
likely to analyse written text than visual images because the interpretation of the latter is 
more subjective than in the former. This is particularly surprising to me as the intangibility 
of ethnicity is likely to be made „tangible‟ through visual representations – such as cartoons, 
photographs etc. – and therefore I feel that any understanding of the Other cannot be done 
independently from the comprehension of the politics of how such information has been 
represented. In short, to borrow a poignant assertion from Jean-Paul Sartre (1946, cited in 
Pieterse 1995: 9) about Jewish ethnic identity, a researcher on ethnicity should not ask 
„what‟ an ethnic group is, but „what‟ we as the Other have made of this group. For this 
thesis, the relevant question to be asked is not „what‟ an ethnic group is, but „what‟ we as 
the Other have made of this group partly through the visual representations of its people. As 
stated clearly by Hall (1988: 27, quoted in Mahon 2000: 470), representation is “a 
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formative, not merely an expressive place” where the Other is constantly constructed and 
deconstructed through its peculiar cultural matrix. 
 Sartre has alluded to the importance of studying how the „dominant‟ has through 
time come to influence the ways in which the „dominated‟ Other is perceived. The general 
literature on the visual representations of the Other, then, appear to be skewed somewhat to 
reflect mainly the views of the people and/culture who are actively making representations 
of the Other. In Jan Nederveen Pieterse‟s book White on Black (1995: 10), he studies 
“…white people‟s images of blacks” with a hegemonic lens that highlights how the former 
subjugates the latter. In short, Pieterse deals with „white‟ people who are not only the 
producers of images of the „blacks‟ but also its consumers, leaving out the black voices 
whether as subjects of the images or its consumers. Such a „the-dominant-before-the-
dominated‟ approach is commonly reflected in other studies on visual representations3. 
Albers and James (1988) discuss how in the recent past tourists represented the ethnicity of 
the Other through photographs of the latter that are snapped during overseas holidays. In a 
similar fashion, Thurlow, Jaworski and Ylanne-McEwen (2005) look at how tourist ethnic-
theme-parks depict the featured ethnic groups through the production of postcards for the 
consumption of tourists.  
 While the examples above are by no means exhaustive, they do provide a flavour as 
to the general trend of the scope of most of the academic works that focus on visual 
representations. First, most of the extant studies on visual representations of the Other are 
anchored in the past. Some focus on the „distant‟ colonial past (such as in Burns 2004, 
Pieterse 2005). Others (such as Thurlow, Jaworski and Ylanne-McEwen 2005) highlight the 
contemporary postcards featuring tourist theme-park ethnic-actors, but these are albeit 
located in the „past‟ also, as I point out that even these „up-to-date‟ postcards do not give a 
voice to the depicted peoples, thereby relegating them to a realm of silence just like how 
                                                 
3
 Text and visual analyses in isolation of the „end user‟ have been criticised as a weakness of media studies 
(see Allen 1992 for television, and Gross 1985 for visual representations such as photographs). 
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colonial postcards render the depicted peoples mute. For example, even though Thurlow, 
Jaworski and Ylanne-McEwen (2005: 10, emphasis mine) mention that the understanding of 
the extent to which “…postcard images satisfy the expectations and aspirations – political, 
economic, and cultural – of the represented people” is “…of greatest importance…”, they 
nevertheless contradict themselves by not including the voices of these extant tourist-park 
ethnic-actors in their analysis of the postcards. In short, since the existence of visual 
representations in their physical forms automatically imply that the subjects depicted are no 
longer there posing (because they are likely to be dead or unreachable), there appears to be a 
„retrospective‟ perspective that employs a „historical distance‟ that is prevalent in the 
academia; that researchers allow themselves the privilege of analyzing these representations 
largely independent of the voices of these „lost‟ peoples, despite that the ethnic groups of 
which they belong still exists or, in some cases, that the depicted peoples are still alive.         
 Second, a significant body of works that looks at visual representations in the 
contemporary setting tends to dwell on how „the-dominant-before-the-dominated‟ 
dichotomy is fleshed out through tourism encounters. This is hardly surprising as much of 
tourism brings together disparate cultural groups who interact in face-to-face encounters. 
While I will be discussing how tourism has affected, and is continuing to affect, the visual 
representations of the Iban people, I will argue in due course that there are other sites of 
encounters such as the print media where interactions between Self and Other, even though 
more obtuse, are no less complex. 
 While this one-sided nature of how the dominant subjugates the dominated through 
representations may be prevalent, the reverse is also becoming more commonplace. Mahon 
(2000) notes that people who have traditionally been rendered voiceless through 
institutional hegemony are seizing opportunities to assert themselves through avenues such 
as creating self-representations. These act as a counterbalance to the more common mute 
and/or negative images, or even fill the gap left by the lack of images. While the ability of 
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the self-representations to empower the „victims‟ is evident, such agency does produce 
dichotomous results. Some self-representations do indeed correct the negative images 
perpetuated by outsiders, but others tend to fall into a similar trap of self-misrepresentation 
(Mahon 2000). Taking a departure from Mahon, I will show that for the Iban, their self-
representation in the style of their stereotypes (i.e. as a backward tribal people) are not 
necessarily negative. Indeed, these stereotypes are part and parcel of the Iban's ability to 
straddle modernity and traditionality as they navigate through modern maze of ethnic 
identity.  
 The poetics of visual representation presents a ubiquitous area of contention for 
cultural studies where the Other is depicted. Historically, such representations are carried 
out in a hegemonic fashion where the dominated was usually voiceless in how they were 
manipulated by the dominant. I have also discussed briefly how some of these once 
subjugated peoples now have wrestled to regain some control by exercising agency through 
self-representations, and how these can both be viewed positively and negatively. I have 
also noted that even though a visual representation serves as a „conversation‟ piece between 
the producer and viewer, much of the works in this area tend to focus on the images 
themselves and not enough on how they enact social relations between the diverse parties.   
 As I have mentioned earlier, my previous work experience has sparked an interest in 
me of learning more about Iban society. Applying to it the fascinating and dynamic subject 
of visual representations, I propose to analyse as raw data the visual representations 
featuring Iban men and women. By looking at all mediums of visual representations of 
which the Iban are depicted as subjects, I would like to understand the contexts in which 
they were made and consumed, and also the lasting effects that such representations 




 I note here that most of the academic research on visual representations, of which I 
will elaborate on in the upcoming chapters, engage mostly a historical analysis and not a 
contemporary anthropological/ sociological one. In the former, the images are analysed 
according to the cultural context under which they were produced and consumed, usually 
without any reference to the living peoples concerned even though they are extant. As a 
point of departure for this thesis, I advocate that both a historical analysis and one grounded 
in the contemporary period are necessary. Only in doing so can the complex interactions 
between the baggage of historical visual representations of the Iban and their modern 
identity become illuminated.   
 While my analyses of visual representations of Iban people will be central to my 
research, I also intend to tease out the nuances of what these findings mean in the wider 
context of Iban ethnic identity vis-à-vis the politics of identity in Malaysia. Constitutionally, 
the Iban are bumiputera
4
 Malaysians who are supposed to be able to enjoy certain State-
protected privileges. However, the Iban continue to languish near the bottom of social 
indicators such as poverty. I will attempt to project how our understanding of the visual 
representations of the Iban may reveal a new window through which we can discern some of 
the intricacies of ethnicity in Malaysia. 
 
On Research and Writing 
The leading questions discussed below serve as a summary of my initial thoughts about 
research. As a convenient way to deal with the different aspects of representations through a 
considerable expanse of time and space, I will divide my analysis of the images of the Iban 
into a chronological order: the colonial period, the immediate pre- and post-colonial period 
and the contemporary period. I acknowledge here that the issues associated to these time-
segments are by no means exclusive, as events that have taken place before and/or after 
                                                 
4
 This is Malay for  'sons of the soil' and refer to the locally-born such as the Malay, Dayak and Orang Asli. 
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these periods continue to have impact during the period under scrutiny, and that I have to 
consider the „spillover‟ effects. However, such a division of time allows me to create 
somewhat neat units of analysis to bring some order to more than a hundred year‟s of visual 
representations in varied mediums.  
 
1. How have the Iban been represented in print during the colonial period? What are 
the factors involved in such depictions? 
 
The Iban are one of the most studied tribal peoples of Southeast Asia, with writings about 
their culture beginning as far back as the early 17
th
 century. In 1841, British subject James 
Brooke became Rajah of Sarawak – albeit not as a British colony but more like a personal 
kingdom – and two successive Brooke leaderships brought to Sarawak 100 years of family 
rule (until 1941 when Sarawak was ceded to Great Britain after the end of WWII). As the 
Brookes were generally interested in natural history and ethnology, their interest, and their 
support of like-minded researchers, generated many publications about the Iban people, 
some featuring woodblock prints, linocuts and photographs. In the context of the Brookes‟ 
100-year-old colonial legacy, and also the prevailing attitudes of western scholarship 
towards such „primitive‟ peoples such as the Iban, I am interested to uncover the politics of 
representation of the Iban people during this period. Of particular significance to me is to 
see how the depictions of Iban people under the Brookes differ from those of other 
„primitive‟ peoples under bona fide western colonial regimes, keeping in mind that Sarawak 
was ruled by the Brookes but was not formally a British colony until 1941.  
 The period from 1941 to 1963 saw Sarawak formally come under the control of 
Great Britain. I intend to scrutinize the politics of representation of Iban people during this 
period in general, and also more specifically to see if there are any discernable similarities 
and differences between such representations during formal colonisation and those during 




2. In the immediate period after Sarawak became a part of independent Malaysia, how 
were the Iban represented in print (especially since the Iban ceased being 'colonial 
subjects' and became full-fledged citizens in a democratic Malaysia)? Were there any 
discernible similarities or differences with those published in the preceding colonial 





With the transition of Sarawak „the British colony‟ into Sarawak „the state in the 
independent Federation of Malaysia‟, I wish to analyse the visual representations of Iban 
people in printed materials during the post-independence period (i.e. from 1960s to 1970s) 
to understand the contexts in which they were made. In particular, I want investigate if the 
Iban as Malaysian citizens were depicted differently than when they were colonial subjects 
in the previous period. On the outset, my initial research shows that the visual depictions of 
Iban people had hardly changed during this period, and I am curious as to why this is the 
case. The scholastic and social attitudes of this period will be examined for clues, along with 
issues of „internal colonialism‟ of the newly minted Malaysian state and how it affected this 
period of the building of a new nation.  
 
3. With Malaysia recently celebrating her 50
th
 year of independence in 2007, how are 
the Iban people visually represented in the contemporary? How do these differ from 
those in the other time periods examined? While the Iban people were relatively 
‘voiceless’ in how they were being depicted during the colonial and post-independent 
periods, how do Iban react to both the new and old visual representations of their 
people? The Iban now have more agency in representing ‘self’ then in the past, so what 





 anniversary of Malaysia‟s independence in 2007 can be seen as a coming-of-age 
for the country. It has been half a century since Malaysia had formally shaken off the yoke 
of British colonialism and she has industrialised at a breakneck speed ever since. The Iban 
have shifted from a status of „colonial subjects‟ to bumiputera citizens who are accorded 
special privileges. With regard to the visual representations of Iban people, one would 
                                                 
5
 I note here that Peninsular Malaya gained independence in 1957, while the Federation of Malaysia was only 
formed when Peninsular Malaya was joined by Sabah, Sarawak and Singapore in 1963 (the last of which left in 
1965). In this thesis, the Independence period encompasses not only 1957 to 1963, but also those periods 
immediately before and after.   
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expect to find two things: 1) That the visual representations of Iban people by the non-Iban 
peoples of Malaysia would have by now steered clear of bigotries associated with 
colonialism (in accordance with „political correctness‟ in modern-day scholarship), and 2) 
that Iban people now have much more agency in the visual representations of self and that 
these would also steer clear of bigotries associated with colonialism. My initial findings 
show that while the Iban are supposed to be fully integrated citizens in a fast-industrialising 
Malaysia, much of the visual representations of the Iban (both by non-Iban and the Iban 
themselves) are still mired in a colonial mindset. Looking at the complex interplay between 
a colonial legacy, and contemporary ethnic-based politics and globalisation in Malaysia, I 
seek to discover why the visual representations of the Iban people during this contemporary 
period appear to be little changed from before. I also seek to understand more about Iban 
agency in visual representation and how this affects the Iban depictions of self in this post-
MTV generation. 
 
4. What can an analysis of the visual representations of Iban people contribute to our 
understanding of contemporary Iban ethnicity/identity? What does the ubiquitous 
photograph of the 'primitive' Iban that appears in the tourism realm tell us about: 1) 
Tourist-expectations, and 2) national strategies in tourism promotion? 
 
While this thesis is not fundamentally about Iban ethnicity/identity, one cannot discuss the 
histories of visual representations of Iban people without acknowledging that they have a 
profound effect on contemporary Iban identity. As such, I would like to explore the 
contributions of a visual representation analysis to our understanding of Iban identity. Even 
though the Iban have been „studied‟ since the 1800s, there is surprisingly little academic 
discourse on what constitutes Iban identity, with most academics either taking it for granted 
or ignore discussing it at all. While identity-studies were popular in the 1970s and 1980s, 
such analyses appear to have largely bypassed the scholarship on the Iban. It is my hope that 
my thesis contributes a better understanding of what is „Iban-ness‟ albeit through an indirect 
manner. I suggest at this initial stage that the understanding of how the visual 
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representations of the Iban will allows us a better comprehension of not only who the Iban 
are, but also wider ethnicity issues in Malaysia. It is hoped that while my focus is on the 
Iban, a reading of my thesis will provide insights as to how the photographic history of a 
people or an ethnic group would not just inform us about 'history' but also 'identity' in the 
present.    
 While the four leading questions above are discussed here as separate entities, I am 
aware that many issues cut across them, such as colonialism, nationalism, cultural 
hegemony, agency etc. Therefore, to lay a sound foundation as a precursor to the 
discussions on the actual visual materials, I will use Chapter Two to provide not only a 
detailed literature review on the relevant issues, but also to consider how major theorists on 
visual representations can contribute to my analysis.  
 
The Significance of this Thesis 
A brief survey of the contemporary literature on the Iban (see for egs. King 1993, and 
Sutlive and Sutlive 2001) shows that the concept of the Iban as an ethnic group appears 
largely to be an uncontested given
6
. By this I mean that the Iban are described as if it is a 
homogenous group, even though my fieldwork revealed that the Iban themselves recognise 
a few sub-groups. Perhaps it is the stark visible differences between Iban culture and other 
Malaysian cultures that sets it clearly apart (unlike, for eg., the vigorous debate of who is 
„Malay‟ due to the varied ancestries of the modern day Malay population) and give it a 
unique ethnic identity within Malaysia. Or maybe it is the fact that the Iban are indigenous 
to Malaysia, and are not a disaporic one (unlike the eclectic mix of peoples who actually 
make up the Malaysian „Malay‟, „Chinese‟ and „Indian‟), that has resulted in not much 
debate on “what makes the Iban an „Iban‟” since their ancestry is rooted in Malaysia 
                                                 
6
 To date, only one academic work that deals specifically on Iban ethnicity at length is Lim K. T.‟s unpublished 
PhD thesis “‟Iban‟: The emergence of an identity in Sarawak” which was completed in 2000. A quick glance at 
this shows a political slant and also a serious historical bias that has largely left out the contemporary period 
(i.e. 1990s to present) in the discussing of Iban identity. 
18 
 
afterall? Whatever the factors may be, the Iban – with their well-researched cultural traits 
such as language, religion etc. – are an ethnic group that is indeed an integral part of the 
multiethnic make-up of Malaysia.  
 While there is scant information on Iban ethnicity/identity as such using theoretical 
frameworks of ethnicity studies, I argue that data gathered from Iban studies can be 
interpreted so as to paint a picture of who the Iban are ethnically. I acknowledge here that 
Iban ethnicity – following in the footsteps of Barth‟s (1969) theory that an ethnic group‟s 
boundaries work on a process of inclusion and exclusion – is a dynamic one where the Iban 
and non-Iban Malaysians continuously define what exactly is „Iban-ness‟. While the Iban 
themselves are crucial in their constant negotiations and expressions of their ethnic identity,
7
 
I point out here that is it just as important to understand how the non-Iban in Malaysia 
define „Iban-ness‟, and how these two opposing groups interact in terms of drawing of 
ethnic boundaries. In short, visual representations of the Iban is not just about how the Iban 
is „seen‟ by the Other, but also to an extent how the Iban themselves choose to be „seen‟.  
 On that basis, the significance of this thesis is as follow:  
1. First, this thesis will for the first time analyse the politics of visual representation of 
the Iban
8
.  A survey of the extant academic literature on the Iban has shown that no other 
studies deal exclusively with the printed images of Iban people. As such, this pioneering 
study will reveal fresh information about the Iban and contribute to what will hopefully 
become a more common discourse in the future of Iban studies. On a related matter, the 
analyses of the politics of visual representation appear to have been applied to some ethnic 
groups in Asia, but not to any in Southeast Asia to my knowledge. In a small way, I hope 
that this thesis will nudge academics of Southeast Asian studies towards the possibilities 
                                                 
7
 Iban ethnic identity can be said to be particularly aggressively articulated (i.e. „agency‟) through their 
involvement in the state politics of Sarawak (see Jawan 1993) and in the cultural arena (see for eg. Linggi 
[2001] who is an Iban women who is reviving Iban weaving).  
8
 While some other researchers have pointed to the “…essentialized images…” of other Dayak groups (see 
Brosius 2003: 95, who mentioned about the images of the Penan), this thesis, as far as I am aware, presents the 
first comprehensive look at the visual representations of any Dayak group.  
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that analyses of politics of visual representation may present in their understanding of 
identity and ethnicity in the region.   
2. This thesis will contribute to the thin academic discourse on the ethnicity and 
identity of the Iban, and more generally, add on to the significant academic works on 
Malaysia‟s other major ethnic groups, such as the Malay, Chinese and Indians, to assist in 
our understanding of truly how Malaysia is a „melting pot‟. As mentioned, there is a 
significant body of academic works on the Iban, but academic discourse on what is Iban 
identity appears to be less abundant.    
3. While other studies on the politics of visual representation tend to focus on historical 
factors alone where the views of the depicted are usually left out of the analyses, my thesis 
hopes to not only understand the changing faces of visual representations by situating them 
in the relevant historical contexts, but also to give a voice to the different actors (including 
both Iban and non-Iban) in the contemporary setting as to how they react and contribute to 
the politics of visual representation of the Iban. This point-of-departure from the existing 
literature will elevate the understanding of the politics of visual representation from one that 
is usually mired in the past to one that has immediacy and currency in the contemporary 
period. As noted before that while the existing analyses of the visual representation of 
peoples tend to have an overarching historical perspective, I intend in this thesis to show the 
dynamism of an approach that employs both historical and contemporary routes of inquiry.    
 
Archival and Fieldwork Methodology 
The primary materials that are central to this thesis are the still images featuring Iban
9
 
subjects. The bulk of these are the ubiquitous photographs of Iban from as early as the late 
1800s to the present. These photographs exist in two forms: the less common actual physical 
                                                 
9
 This is in contrast to the „moving‟ images of Iban, such as movies, television shows, documentaries etc. 
While the analysis of such moving images will be interesting, I found not only that such materials were 
difficult and expensive to procure; they will also require a whole different framework of analysis that is 
beyond the scope of this thesis.  
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photographs that are stored in archives of museums, private collections, and the more 
common reproductions of photographs of whose images appear in newspapers, books, 
websites, brochures, postcards etc. Non-photographic images of Iban also exist in books in 
the forms of woodblock prints or linocuts but these are restricted mainly to the turn-of-the-
century when the printing technology was such that the reproduction of photographs in 
books was uncommon. This last category also includes contemporary cartoon images of 
Iban people, which are also relatively uncommon when compared to photographic images. 
 There are two main ways of doing research on images according to Martin and 
Martin (2004). First, write the textual analysis and then locate the necessary images to 
support the text. This has its disadvantages as it may be difficult to find the relevant images 
after the text has been written. Second, locate the images first, and then write an analysis 
thereafter. Despite the second method being more time-consuming, I find that it allows me 
to pursue inquiries down the different corridors of my initial interpretations, rather than the 
first where my ideas would have been pigeonholed from the start.  
 In the course my research, I had found and analysed numerous images of the Iban 
and it would be counterproductive to list them all here. Such a list would be tediously long, 
and the analyses too insular to show any influences across the board. Instead, representative 
images would be grouped in a chronological order (i.e. colonial, the immediate post-colonial 
and the contemporary periods), and analysed using the prevailing academic paradigms of 
that period. Such an organisation I feel would be much stronger as the relevant images 
would be grouped together to show a prevailing trend (when situated in the relevant 
academic discourse) rather than a one-off occurrences.  
 When such relevant images were located, I would either purchase it (like postcards) 
or take free copies (such as pamphlets from tourist agencies). When I could not take the 
physical image with me (such as archival photos from the Sarawak Museum), I would make 
a reproduction of it for my personal use where feasible. In many cases, this entailed using 
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my digital camera to capture an image of the image, and recording the details of it in my 
fieldnotes (such as title of publication, date, what was written about the photo etc.). When 
such images were encountered on the internet, I would save the link for ease of future 
reference. The reproductions of the images in this thesis are either accompanied by a full 
acknowledgment of the sources, or are done so with the permission of the copyright holders. 
Most of the images used in this thesis were located in Singapore and Sarawak, Malaysia. In 
Singapore, my sources were mainly the books and archival materials in the National 
University of Singapore central library and the National Library Board.  
 My offshore fieldwork was conducted in Sarawak, Malaysia. I was granted 
permission to conduct research there by the State Planning Unit, Chief Minister‟s 
Department, Sarawak government. While there, I was affiliated to the Institute of East Asian 
Studies, University Malaysia Sarawak, which had kindly underwritten the legitimacy of me 
fieldwork as required by the abovementioned Unit. From mid 2006 to mid 2008, I spent an 
accumulative total of about five months there, with time spent mostly in the capital 
Kuching, and also in outlying rural areas. The main sources of archival materials came from 
the Sarawak Museum library, purchased postcards, free pamphlets, newspaper clippings and 
personal collections.   
 As I have already acknowledged the importance of contemporary reactions/voices in 
my analyses of these images, I sought, whenever possible, to solicit information from the 
producers of the images (such as the photographers or publishers), the people featured in the 
images, and/or the people who consume the images (such as tourists who purchase 
postcards or readers of newspapers featuring Iban subjects). Due to the diverse images, the 
different contexts under they are produced, and the wide socio-demographic range of the 
informants, I felt that a detailed questionnaire would be difficult to administer, especially for 
non-English-speaking informants. Also, I was interested in seeking data based on feelings, 
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experiences and emotions, which are more easily coaxed verbally than self-written by the 
informants (Denscombe 2003: 163-191, Gomm 2004: 150-183). 
 As such, whenever possible, I conducted interviews with the producers and 
consumers of the images I had collected. While I had a few specific closed questions for my 
informants (for example personal data like name, age, ethnicity), I sought to keep the 
interviews open-ended, so that the informants had the freedom to talk about a wide range of 
topics related to the images. This lack of rigidity was particularly rewarding, as I had 
certainly learnt more than if I had kept the regime formal. Often times, I also showed them 
some of the images so that they could directly comment on them. In Kuching, where my 
informants were mainly proficient in English and/or Mandarin, or when my rudimentary 
Malay sufficed, I conducted the interviews alone. In rural areas outside of Kuching, I found 
that most interviewees had a working-knowledge of English, or failing which, I found 
friendly locals who were proficient in English to assist me. During my prolonged stay in 
Sarawak, and the several trips I had made, I was able to interview some informants more 
than once, so as to allow me to clarify what they had said earlier and to crosscheck 
information when necessary.   
 In all interactions, I introduced my research intent, and I asked permission to take 
notes during the interview. At the end of each interview, I asked if each informant could be 
quoted or not, and if I did so, whether I should reveal their names and identities, or remain 
anonymous. I found that giving them this choice was significant, as some government-
linked Iban informants gave „officious‟ responses during the interview, but when I promised 
to keep their „public‟ and „private‟ personas separate, they opened up further and sometimes 
even became vocally antiestablishment. These informants, and their interview contents, are 
particularly illuminating to the phenomena of the Iban‟s dissatisfaction of being „lower 
class‟ bumiputera than the Malays, which I will discuss in the later chapters.  
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 When I returned to Singapore, all my handwritten notes were consolidated for ease 
of reference. All the images I had collected were properly labeled and filed away, or stored 
digitally. In the course of reviewing my interviewees‟ responses, I found that most of those 
who were speaking in a personal capacity (i.e. not speaking on behalf of an institution) 
chose to be anonymous. Whenever these interviewees are quoted, I will use pseudonyms to 
mask their identities.  
 
1.3 Overview of Chapters 
Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to the thesis. I discuss the conditions that had led me to 
studying the visual representations of Iban people. I also outline some of the key research 
questions that guide my studies. I also summarise my research methodology.  
 Chapter 2 is separated into parts A and B. In part A, I analyse some of the theoretical 
standpoints in relation to the method of inquiry known as 'visual culture' and how it aims to 
study images by putting them into the wider cultural/social contexts under which they are 
produced, consumed and contested. I note that while the messages embedded in visual 
representations are interpreted differently by different people, there are still underlying 
circumstances, such as these being produced under a specific cultural context – such as 
colonialism – that would assist us in interpreting the common threads in such images. As 
such, I propose dividing the analysis of Iban images into three distinctive periods; 
colonialism, immediate post-independence of Malaysia and the contemporary. In part A, I 
also discuss the the studies of photographs in general. I confront the conundrum that 
photographs are 'hyper-real' but yet they fundamentally tell 'lies'. I then explore how major 
academics have studied photographs, and take special note of how they scratch beyond the 
surface beside just interpreting them superficially.  
 In Chapter 2, part B, I summarise the history of the Iban from their first descriptions 
more than one hundred years ago to the present time when they are full-fledged Malaysian 
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citizens with special rights. In a review of Iban studies, I note that Iban ethnicity per se has 
not received much attention, and that my thesis could contribute to this area through an 
interpretation of how Iban visual representations and ethnic identity are linked.    
 Chapter 3 deals with the visual representations of Iban people during the colonial 
period lasting from 1841 to the time before Sarawak became part of Malaysia in 1963. In 
early wood-engraving images appearing in books, the Iban were already linked to violence 
either through the depictions of them carrying weapons or actually engaged in fighting. 
When photography came to Sarawak sometime after 1864, I argue that the world was much 
faster acquainted with the Iban through 'self-explanatory' images than words as was in the 
past. Some early authors on the Iban like Henry Ling Roth and Charles Hose focused on 
photographs of material culture. Such photographs allowed a Victorian England to visually 
compare their material with that of other peoples around the world, and in doing so placed 
them on their respective rungs on the social evolutionary ladder. Despite the Iban being 
looked upon kindly by the first tww Rajahs of Sarawak, the violent exploits of the quelling 
of some Iban groups, mixed with some authors' fascination with the 'violent' Iban, had set an 
endearing course for the visual representations of Iban as savages.    
 Chapter 4 starts in the 1930s – when I discern certain changes in the ways in which 
Iban people were visually represented –  and ends during the time when Sarawak ceased 
being a colony and became a state within Malaysia in 1963. While it was the norm that 
'native' women were sexualised through topless photograph during Victorian and Georgian 
England, I found that this was not the case with Iban women. Interestingly, I find that it was 
during the 1950s/60s that the popular media in Southeast Asia (Malaya/Singapore, in 
general) began depicting topless Iban women as nymphs. I suggest that the Iban women 
were able to be portrayed as such in what would have been relatively conservative Southeast 
Asian societies because the Iban became 'uncvivilised' minorities within a complex matrix 
of Malay/Chinese/Indian dominance within Malaysia. Iban men, due to their involvement in 
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World War II, the skirmishes with Indonesian infiltrators and communists, continue to be 
visually represented as warriors. Towards 1965, I find that there was a conscious effort to 
depict mainstream Iban (such as civil servants and scholars) and those who continue to 
adhere to a rural lifestyle differently. The former would be visually represented devoid of 
their Iban possessive attributes, while the latter were represented in rural settings engaged in 
traditional activities while dressed in traditional clothing.   
 In Chapter 5, I have a closer look at the visual representations of the Iban people at 
present. Currently, the Iban man as warrior and woman as graceful dancer have become part 
of popular culture, as seen by their nightly appearance in the unlikely venue of the 
Singapore zoo. These popular stereotypes are also seen in visual representations in the 
popular media by Malaysian cartoonists such as Lat. I make a note of discussing the role of 
the Iban and tourism in Sarawak, and Malaysia , because I notice that many of the 
contemporary visual representations of the Iban appear in tourism platforms such as travel 
guidebooks and postcards. While I discovered that some do promote the Iban as accurately 
as possible, others are more inclined to embellish parts of their culture so as to make them 
more interesting to tourists. I also look closely at the tourist to understand better what s/he 
seeks when he travels to see exotic sights like the Iban of Sarawak. Analysing more 
contemporary mediums under which Iban images are constantly featured, I find that 
newspapers and popular books are also prone to visually essentialising the Iban as 
traditionally dressed rural people who have little to do with modern advancements. 
However, when I turned to looking at visual representations produced with Iban 
involvement (i.e. agency), the Iban represent the Self not only in a traditional manner but 
also in a modern way. I argue that the duality of Iban self-representations as 'traditional' and 
'modern' is their unique way in dealing with their rich heritage and also modern demands. 
 In Chapter 6, I focus on the enduring extant images of the traditional Iban in 
traditional outfits. I suggest that in the realms of tourism, the Iban's reputation as warriors 
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and jungle maidens precedes the present age of modernity and that these traits are part and 
parcel of Iban culture becoming a 'touristic' one, just like how Balinese culture has been 
described. Looking at the stereotypical visual representations of the Iban on the national 
level, I argue that the familiar sight of the traditionally-dressed Iban in national day parades 
help all Malaysians 'imagine' their heterogenous population a little easier. Finally, I revisit 
the idea of a Furnivallian Malaysian and tentatively find a place for the seemingly 
insignificant Iban ethnic minority.     





















Chapter 2 The Visual; A Brief History of the Iban 
Part A 
2.1 The Importance of the ‘Visual’ 
Of the five senses that humans employ to experience the world outside their bodies, our 
sense of sight appears to the most developed. We do not simply „see‟: we are able to 
perceive slight variations in colour and strength of light; we can discern fine details and also 
a sense of depth through binocular vision. As such, our ability to see “…provides a certainty 
that no other sense seems capable of affording” (Baldwin et al 2004: 365). Indeed, the 
importance of sight is indicated in the common saying “Seeing is believing”. 
 While our ability to see is a function of biology, the meanings that we attach to what 
we see are always filtered through the lenses of culture. This is to say that the myriad of 
visual information that we receive are interpreted by us using the tools learnt by us through 
our specific cultural contexts. Using a simple Singapore-centric example, two adults may 
„see‟ the same dog, but the one raised with a cultural background where dogs are accepted 
„sees‟ a lovable pet, while the other who comes from a cultural background where dogs are 
deemed religiously unclean „sees‟ a pest.  
 In trying to understand the „visual‟ and its place in culture, the influential notion of 
visual culture is discussed briefly here. The wide scope of visual culture is makes it hard to 
be defined, but in general, it “…draws attention to those objects (drawings, paintings, 
photographs, film, fashion and adornment, etc.) conventionally regarded as the acceptable 
target of sustained looking” and “…encompasses all those socially standardized way of 
thinking, acting and feeling towards the appearances of the world” (Baldwin et al 2004: 
366). Visual culture is neither simply a “history of images” (where it would be deemed too 
shallow) nor a “social theory of visuality” (where it would be deemed too isolated from the 
wider culture to which it belongs) (Mirzoeff 1999: 4). Visual culture aims to study a history 
of images by situating them in their wider cultural contexts so as to highlight “…where the 
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visual is contested, debated and transformed as a constantly challenging place of social 
interaction and definition in terms of class, gender, sexual and racialized identities” 
(Mirzoeff 1999:  4). To achieve these aims, the study of visual culture necessarily has to be 
an interdisciplinary subject. 
 Given that sight appears to be our most developed sense, visual culture is however a 
relatively new area of academic inquiry. Rather than the „visual‟, Western culture had given 
priority to the written word as a tangible record of intellectual endeavors where such ideas 
were hardly illustrated by visual representations (Mirzoeff 1999: 6). However, with the 
advent of the printing press and other electronic means of idea-transmission (such as the 
television), W. J. T. Mitchell posits the rise of visual culture as certain intellectual fields 
begin to increasingly incorporate a visual, rather than textual, view of the world, which he 
terms “picture theory” (Mitchell 1994). To quote Mitchell (1994: 16, emphases in original), 
his theory is grounded in the “…realization that spectatorship (the look, the gaze, the 
glance, the practices of observation, surveillance, and visual pleasure) may be as deep a 
problem as various forms of readings (decipherment, decoding, interpretation, etc) and that 
„visual experience‟ or „visual literacy‟ might not be fully explicable in the model of 
textuality”. The period when the Iban were first sparingly depicted visually in books (i.e. 
modern) to the period at present (i.e. postmodern) where I point out that there are a 
proliferation of visual representations of the Iban, and the contexts behind the creation and 
consumption of these images, are the focus of my research.   
 Visual culture can be investigated from both the individual and institutionalized 
perspectives. From the individual point of view, researchers in general try to discover how 
meanings of what is seen are encoded and decoded, and how these meanings are transmitted 
between individuals. From the level of society or a cultural group, researchers attempt to 
uncover how institutions in both subtle and unsubtle ways try to influence the consumers of 
visual information. Both these angles are of interest to this thesis, as will be elaborated upon 
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later. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the understanding of the tussle for meanings in visual 
representation, i.e. politics of representation, is central to my investigation of the images of 
Iban people through history and mediums.     
  
Visual Representation as a Concept 
The key concept dealt with in this thesis is „representation‟. A check with the dictionary 
shows that „representation‟ means: 
1. a presentation to the mind in the form of an idea or image 
2. a creation that is a visual or tangible rendering of someone or something 
3. the act of representing; standing in for someone or some group and speaking with 
authority in their behalf…(Wordnet.com, accessed December 5, 2007) 
 
What is striking about the definition is the dominance of the „visual‟ in the representation of 
something, even though it is possible to represent something in non-visual ways (such as 
using spoken words). Then, a visual representation can have the following qualities: 
1. It exists physically so that it can be seen, 
2. A visual representation exists as a likeness of something recognizable, so it in fact serves 
as a visual substitute of something that is tangible, 
3. A visual representation is produced by someone for someone else‟s consumption, 
4. Regardless of the messages encoded in a visual representation or how these messages 
are understood by the viewer, the visual representation is imbued with some authority to 
substitute satisfactorily for whatever it serves to represent.  
While points one to three are relatively straightforward, point four deserves more attention.  
 For the purpose of this thesis, a visual representation is something intentionally 
created by a human
10. The creator transforms the „reality‟ of a physical thing into a visual 
representation, such as a painter who paints a flower or a photographer who photographs a 
                                                 
10
 Technically, a shadow of a person can be considered his „visual representation‟, but here I emphasise the 
„constructed‟ nature of visual representations, implying the conscious, human-factor in their creation. 
Similarly, certain fine distinctions can be made between a „visual representation‟ and an „image‟ (see Thomas 
1998:16), these would complicate rather than simplify the observations made in this thesis. As such, „visual 
representation‟ and „image‟ are used interchangeably.    
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bird. Through this medium (such as a painting or a photograph), the visual representation is 
then viewed by the viewer, usually without the physical presence of the creator. The viewer 
on his own (but armed with his cultural lens) interprets the message in the visual 
representation. In some cases, the embedded message is similar to the one arrived at 
independently by the viewer, signifying a successful transmission of ideas between the 
creator and the viewer. In other cases, the embedded message is not similar to the one 
arrived at independently by the viewer, signifying a break in the transmission of ideas 
between the creator and the viewer. Yet in other cases, the viewer discerns not only the 
embedded message, but also arrives independently at messages not intended by the creator, 
signifying not only a successful transmission of ideas between the creator and the viewer, 
but also the creation of new meanings for the visual representation. Whatever the case may 
be, there is no randomness in how a visual representation – in this thesis, I am specifically 
referring to that featuring people – was created, even if it is something seemingly casual like 
a postcard, because it is always created within a cultural context. A visual representation, in 
short, can stand exactly for what it portrays, or it can more often than not stand for other 
than it portrays, depending on the creator and consumer and the cultural contexts they 
subscribe to. To quote Mitchell (1994: 420-1) on the bi-directionality of representation: 
Representation [is] understood, then, as relationship, as process, as the relay 
mechanism in the exchanges of power, value, and publicity: nothing in this model 
guarantees the directionality of the structure. On the contrary it suggests the 
inherently unstable, reversible, and dialectical structure… If “presentation” is a 
giving, a gift, a transfer of wealth and power, “re-presentation” is always a giving 
back, a present returned or… a taking back of the present… 
 
It is now prudent to discuss briefly about the word „image‟ and the phrase „visual 
representation‟. While it seems that both words can be used interchangeably, slight 
differences are discernible and these are relevant to the thesis. The word „image‟ and the 
phrase „visual representation‟ as nouns imply an array of meanings including the concept of 
something (such as a verbal description) to the actual physical material depicting something 
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(such as the paper on which a drawing is drawn or the paper a photographic image has been 
printed on). However, unlike „image‟, „visual representation‟ appears to involve not only the 
likeness of something but also that this likeness had been intentionally fabricated and 
imbued with meanings beyond the obvious. For the purpose of this thesis, I will use the 
phrase „visual representation‟ specifically when referring to physical images to drive home 
the point that such images were created within specifics contexts, the analyses of which 
would reveal further information about them rather than that which are obvious to the naked 
eye.      
 
A ‘Picture Theory’? 
While it would be helpful and straightforward if I could simply discuss a single theory of 
visual representation, alas there is none. To quote Mitchell (1994), 
Although we have thousands of words about pictures, we do not yet have a 
satisfactory theory of them. What we do have is a motely array of disciplines – 
semioitics, philosophical inquiries into art and representation, studies in cinema and 
mass media, comparative studies in the arts – all converging on the problem of 




…representation seems to “cover” so many diverse things without revealing any 
image of totality, other than the image of diversity and heterogeneity. It might help 
us to see why the “wrinkles” and differences in representation…are constitutive of 
its totality (page 419). 
 
Even though the above may be true to a certain extent, it would be difficult to assert that 
there is no way of understanding what „pictures‟ mean. However, the meanings of pictures 
cannot be arrived at as a two-way process between the visual data and the researcher/viewer. 
As Fairclough (1995: 9, emphasis in original) points out, the analysis of the visual data and 
its interpretation is “a dialectical process resulting from the interface of the variable 
interpretative resources people being to bear on the text, and properties of the text itself”. 
32 
 
Even though Fairclough (1995) deals specifically with „written text‟, I find that a similar 
approach to interpreting visual representations as a form of „text‟ is useful for my research.  
 According to Hall (2003: 24-26), there are broadly speaking three basic approaches 
to understanding how language represents meanings (keeping in mind that such approaches 
are also useful to the understanding of how visual representations – referred to sometimes as 
„visual text‟ which can be „read‟ [see Clarke 1997: 27] – can derive their meanings): 
1. Reflective approach: Where language functions as a mirror to “reflect the true meaning 
as it already exists in the world”. While this approach seems simple enough, problems arise 
as “true meaning” is hard to be arrived at as different cultures have different ways of 
imbuing language with their individual codes;  
2. Intentional approach: Where “words mean what the author intends they should mean”. 
Again, this approach is flawed because a language, even though used by individuals, only 
thrives within a cultural context where meanings are shared and understood.  
3. Constructionist approach: Where, unlike the first two approaches, meanings of language 
are constantly constructed and negotiated by the collective people who use that language. It 
is this approach, where meanings of visual representations are in constant flux between the 
creators and end-users, which offers the most flexible way to understanding of the visual 
representations of Iban people.  
     It is cogent now to discuss „semiotics‟ and how it is relevant to the discussion thus 
far. Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure is considered the „father of modern linguistics‟ 
(Hall 2003: 30). His works on linguistics have been applied to the study of signs in cultures 
which is generally known as „semiotics‟. According to Hall (2003: 36),  
The underlying argument behind the semiotic approach is that, since all cultural 
objects convey meaning, and all cultural practices depend on meaning, they must 
make use of signs; and in so dar as they do, they must work like language works, and 





Saussure‟s key concepts of „signifiers‟ and „signifieds‟ are of interest here. „Signifiers‟ are 
the “…forms of expressions used by language (whether speech, writing, drawing, or other 
types of representation)…” while „signifieds‟ are the “…mental concepts associated with 
them…” (Hall 2003: 35-35). Using clothes as an example, Barthes (1967, cited in Hall 
2003) points out that beyond their physical functions, clothes acts as signs that transmit 
messages: t-shirt and jeans are the „signifiers‟ of modern-day clothes, while as „signifieds‟ 
they imply casualness or fashionably „hip‟. It is this combination of the signifier and 
signified that Saussure labels a sign. Recognising that the t-shirt and jeans are clothes is an 
act that Barthes (1967, cited in Hall 2003) calls the initial descriptive level of „denotation‟; 
the next level of identifying them with casualness is an act he calls „connotation‟.   
 Saussure is after all a linguist, and his work on semiotics necessarily revolves around 
„language‟. Michel Foucault, on the other hand, considers the significance of semiotics 
though „discourse‟, rather than just language (Hall 2003: 43). Foucault‟s understanding of 
„discourse‟ is about “…language and practice” (Hall 2003: 44, emphasis in the original 
text), where the “…rules and practices that produced meaningful statements and regulated 
discourse in different historical periods”. As such, this constructionist theory of 
representation and meaning is heavily reliant on the understanding of the situation 
respective of its historical context (Hall 2003: 45-46). Not only should subjects be 
understood based on the discourses about them that are specific to their historical (i.e. time-
based) circumstances, one must allow that a similar subject can be a part of different 
discourses as time passes and therefore be imbued with non-static meanings.  
 One cannot discuss Foucault‟s take on discourse without a discussion of what he 
understood about „power‟. While pre-Foucauldian thought held the notion that power 
usually was in the hands of a minority and that it was imposed by those who had it on those 
who did not, Foucault theorised that power is never monopolised but instead “…is deployed 
and exercised through a net-like organisation” (Foucault 1980: 98, cited in Hall 2003: 49-
34 
 
50). Since power is multi-sited (i.e. can be possessed by different groups regardless of their 
social standings), we all eventually either become oppressed by the power we do not 
possess, or use our power to oppress others. Furthermore, while power indeed subjugates, it 
can also be a positive, productive force as it “… produces things, it induces pleasure, forms 
of knowledge, produces discourse” (Foucault 1980: 119, cited in Hall 2003: 50).  
 While a rigorous understanding of the philosophy behind Foucault‟s work on 
discourse, and its pros and cons, are beyond the scope of this thesis, I will point out that his 
basic concepts of representation – that 1) discourse is affected by the progress of time and 
that 2) power is circulated and not monopolised – are of importance to this thesis. As such, 
the understanding of any visual representation of the Iban people cannot be based on our 
present-day standards of judgment, but instead should be situated in the discourses of the 
historical periods relevant to their production and consumption. For example, while it would 
be straightforward to decry British-produced visual representations of the Iban people at in 
the late 1800s/early 1900s as being „racist‟ (or „patriarchal‟ at best), such an assertion only 
seems to grossly gloss over the complexities of the relationships between the „colonised‟ 
and their „coloniser‟. Also, while it would be easy to picture that the Iban people who were 
visually-represented were powerless when subjected to the seemingly hegemonic gazes of 
the non-Iban image-producers, Foucault‟s ideas can be used to remind us that the Iban too 
had power that contributed to the discourses that surrounded the production of the images of 
themselves. While the understanding of the discourses of visual representations in the 
production of images of the colonised by the coloniser has already been undertaken in 
academia (see for example Pieterse 1995 on images of Africans in the western media), I 
argue that such analyses thus far tend to be skewed towards the understanding of the 
powerful (i.e. those who produced the images) at the expense of the less-powerful (i.e. the 
„silent‟ subjects who are visually represented). As a point of departure, I also intend to 
analyse the power the Iban had in their visual representations and how this had contributed 
35 
 
to the discourses underpinning these images so as to paint a more balanced picture than one 
that erroneously posits the extremes between the „haves‟ and the „have nots‟.  
 I have outlined in this section the dynamic ways in which visual representations can 
be understood, at least from the theoretical standpoints. Such seemingly abstract notions are 
vital in my analysis of the discourses surrounding the visual representations of the Iban 
people that I have grouped in three distinctive chronological periods. While it would appear 
to be sensible to allude to the Iban as being powerless victims of representations made by 
the non-Iban, Foucault has inspired me to assess the relevant images not from this „sensible‟ 
position, but from one where I enquire the exact nature of the power that is shared by both 
the „representer‟ and „represented‟. As mentioned, this stance is a point of departure from 
other academic works that seem to overanalyze the roles of the „representers‟ at the expense 
of a better understanding of the subjugated „represented‟.    
 
Photographs 
In this section, I will deal with the practical aspect of how images – specifically photographs 
– can be „seen‟ and „read‟. Since most of the visual representations I deal with are in the 
form of photographs, or photographic images that are reproduced in newspapers, books, 
postcards etc., this section is heavily influenced by academic works on the reading of 
photographs. I will however add here that while the minority of visual representations I look 
at are lino- or woodcut prints, or line-drawings (rendered in a „realistic‟ fashion) that appear 
in books prior to the advent of reproducing photographic images in books, these drawings 
will be analysed in a similar fashion like photographs would
11
.  
 At its most basic, a photograph has as its base a piece of paper or similar material 
onto which an image – created by a chemical reaction between light-sensitive metallic salts 
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 While lino- and woodcut prints are fundamentally different from photographs, I assume that the former that 
appear in books are not so much „aesthetically-driven‟ as they are realistically-driven. Then, these prints can 
be understood as objective works of „reality‟ rather than subjective „works of art‟, and therefore can be 





 – has been printed. A photograph is probably most familiar to us in the form of a 
postcard-size paper-print that features an image on one side. These commonly appear as 
„personal‟ effects we commonly display in photo albums, frames or simply stick on the 
fridge or corkboard. However, photographs also exist as printouts in the public domain that 
are appear as part of a broader message, such as an advertisement poster that consists of a 
photographic image and a copy-written tagline. Similarly, such photographs appear in 
books, newspapers, cereal boxes, webpages etc and serve to illustrate the content that they 
appear beside.  
 Regardless of where a photograph surfaces, all photographs have a “physical 
dimension” (Shore 1998: 5). A photograph is something „real‟ that you can handle, 
reproduce and/or pass round, and also keep for posterity. Rather than thinking about a 
photograph as an “imprinted representation”, it should be considered more an “imprinted 
object” (Edwards 2002: 67) due to its „physicalness‟. Indeed, Edwards (2002) laments that 
current studies on photograph tend to focus more on the „image‟ than the materiality of the 
photographs themselves. She argues that whether one photographic image is printed by a 
cheap printer on cheap paper or professionally printed with the best chemicals and most 
expensive paper (or a similar photograph appearing in a hardbound book or in a tabloid 
newspaper) would affect how that one image will be perceived by its diverse consumers. 
Besides being a piece of material culture, a photograph possesses a fixed bounded space 
(Shore 1998). A photograph has edges which serve to frame the image encapsulated within. 
Even though we may make intelligent guesses as to what exists beyond the borders, these 
guesses remain as imaginations only. In other words, while the photograph shows only one 
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 Specifically, this refers to photographs developed from negative-film. While I acknowledge that digital 
photography – a technique that uses digital technology to make digital images – is now prevalent, this method 
poses serious challenges to conventional analyses of photographs. With a photograph developed from film, the 
object/scene may be manipulated and the colours/intensity/light of the final image may be tweaked, but there is 
no denying that the object/scene exists very much like what we see looking at the photograph, which is 
referred to as the “reality base” by Barrett (2006: 167). With digital photography, the manipulation of pixels 
(the digital image elements) can result in realistic-looking objects/scenes that never existed, leading to the 
grave situation of “the death of photography” as described by Mirzoeff (1999: 88-89).     
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small part of what the photographer could actually see with his naked eye, we cannot 
„know‟ for sure what exists beyond what we see on the photograph. The „frame‟ of a 
photograph forces us to focus on what we can see, and not on what we cannot
13
. 
 The contextual circumstance within which a photograph appears is so significant for 
the interpretation of its meanings – which I shall return to in the following section – that 
Clarke (1997: 19) suggests that the meaning of a photograph is “dependent” on its context, 
and discusses six factors that affect how the “multiple existence [of a photograph] informs 
its multiple meanings”: size, orientation, shape, flatness, colour (or the lack of) and how it 
freezes a moment in time. It is this last factor that seems to me to be the most interesting, 
and also controversial.  
 When the button of a camera is clicked, the aperture opens, usually for a split 
second, to allow light to be „etched‟ onto the film, which when developed shows the object/s 
that the film was exposed to. In effect, the camera has not only „captured‟ an image but the 
photograph-as-proof of the image‟s existence is also proof of its „reality‟. Since the object 
captured on the photograph must have been „there‟, the latter is “…so easily readable that it 
seems realistic and natural – it seems to be the way the world is” (Barrett 2006: 166). Navab 
(2001) shows that even major theorists on photography such as Susan Sontag, John Berger 
and Roland Barthes allude to the truthful, non-lying quality of a photograph. Summing up 
the similar standpoints of the three theorists, Navab (2001: 74) points to their assertions that 
suggest not only do photos reflect reality, they also have “a trace or emanation of the real” 
that gives the feeling that the consumer is somehow magically, surreally linked to the object 
photographed.  
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 For example, a photograph of two spectators (whom we can see) seated in a crowd of a hundred (whom we 




 Other writers, however, provide strong counterpoints to the seemingly commonplace 
wisdom that photographs and realty go hand in hand. Consider the following passage which 
aims to make the reader think about how „natural‟ or „real‟ a photograph appears to be: 
A photograph shows us "what we would have seen" at a certain moment in time, 
from a certain vantage point if we kept our head immobile and closed one eye and if 
we saw with the equivalent of a 150-mm or 24-mm lens and if we saw things in 
Agfacolor or in Tri-X developed in D-76 and printed on Kodabromide #3 paper. By 
the time all the conditions are added up, the original position has been reversed: 
instead of saying that the camera shows us what our eyes would see, we are now 
positing the rather unilluminating proposition that, if our vision worked like 
photography, then we would see things the way a camera does (Snyder and Allen 
1975: 152, emphases in original). 
 
The writers have taken pains to effectively show that even though a photograph may seem 
to depict reality, the fact that the very technical way that a camera „sees‟ (which is 
essentially different from how the naked eye sees) and the equally technical methods in 
which what it „sees‟ is then translated onto film/paper (which again is fundamentally 
different from how the lens of our eye works or the retina in which the images are projected 
onto) suggest that the perceived hyper-reality of photographs is “…no more inherently tied 
to the real than are painting, drawing, or, for that matter, language” (Navab 2001: 78). More 
bluntly, Goldstein (2007: 61, 65) asserts that “all photos lie” because “the most fundamental 
reason that a photograph can never represent reality is that it‟s a two-dimensional 
representation of a three-dimensional world”. To clarify though, perhaps we cannot expect 
the camera or any other inanimate material associated with photography to lie, since that 
would imply that these objects have some level of sentience. However, according to Kress 
and van Leeuwen (1996: 159), while we “…know that…the camera does not lie, or not 
much, at any rate, those who use it and its images can and do”, squarely imbuing us human 
users of photography with the ability of lying.  
 Having said that a photograph is a form of representation where it draws from 
„reality‟ and than transforms it altogether, I must add that the perception that photographs 
„do not lie‟ is a widespread one; at least, it is one that most of my informants share. Many a 
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times when I show photographs featuring Iban people to others during the course of my 
research, many immediately zoomed in onto the details of the subjects (such as the 
authenticity of clothes worn, or poses stuck) rather than question the existential and 
philosophical properties of the images captured. Indeed, when I played the devil‟s advocate 
and prodded my informants to consider if the photographed subject was even an Iban person 
or not (for eg. to consider if the photograph could have featured a tanned-skin Chinese who 
dressed up in „appropriate‟ Iban clothes while posing in a similarly suitable fashion in a 
studio in London), many were taken aback as they had accepted his/her „Ibaness‟ as a given 
due to the appropriate Iban cultural markers (such as clothing, dance-poses and other 
manual activities)
14
. Even though most consumers of photographs appear to take what they 
see at face value (i.e. „what you see is what you get‟) (Allen 2003: 120), I would like to 
stress that a photograph, straightforward as it seems, demands to be „read‟ and not merely 
„seen‟ because Clarke (1997: 27) suggests that it “achieves meaning through what has been 
called a „photographic discourse‟: a language of codes which involves its own grammar and 
syntax”. It is the unlocking of this discourse that I shall turn to next. 
 
Interpreting Photographs  
How, then, should photographs be „read‟? In general, the most straightforward way to 
interpreting a photograph initially is to simply describe the subject matter (see Barrett 
2006:21-26) as you see it. Roland Barthes names this descriptive level „denotation‟ for 
general signs (Hall 2003: 38), and more specifically „studium‟ when referring to 
photographs (Allen 2003: 126). The studium refers to the „obvious‟ in a photograph that all 
viewers can identify and agree upon: a sad boy or a plate full of fruit, due to their 
„obviousness‟, will likely be successfully identified by viewers from any cultural 
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 I want to add that some of my informants would also discuss at length if the 'Iban'-looking person in the 
photographs I showed is even Iban at all. Apparently, some have tried to convince me that that is such a thing 
as an 'Iban look' (with reference only to a person's facial characteristics).   
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background. The punctum, in contrast, “is that in the picture which disturbs the image‟s 
signification and produces, for the individual reader of the image, the bliss of a reversible 
significance beyond scientific or general theoretical communication” (Allen 2003: 127). By 
nature of how each viewer would share a photograph‟s studium but yet arrive at different 
individual punctums (or referred to as the „subject‟ by Barrett [2006:21-26]), the latter is 
something incommunicable, since once it can be communicated then the punctum would 
necessarily become as obvious as the studium. So while the studium is straightforward, the 
punctum is anything but.  
 Even though the punctum is an interesting idea (albeit difficult to access as a 
convenient tool for photograph research), I find the idea of a photograph‟s connotation more 
accessible as it achieves a similar aim as the punctum but without the philosophical 
contradiction. While describing the denotation/studium of a photograph as the first, 
descriptive level of interpreting a photograph, the second level of interpretation is known as 
the connotation (Hall 2003: 38). For example, a photograph featuring a person wearing a t-
shirt and jeans may, at the denotation level, be described simply as that, but it is only at the 
connotation level could we infer, depending on our cultural backgrounds, that the person is 
„causally‟ or „fashionably‟ dressed'15. Describing the information in a photograph as 
“internal and external narratives”, Banks (2001: 11-12) defines the former as “the story” 
(i.e. the studium) and the latter as “the social context that produced the image and the social 
relations within which the image is embedded at any moment of viewing”. While it seems 
commonsensical to assert that photographs cannot be interpreted independent of the cultural 
contexts under which they were produced, Banks (2001) has pinpointed that besides the 
point of production, the point of consumption of a photograph demands attention too as 
consumers „read‟ photographs differently. Rose (2001: 5) refers to this as “audiencing”, 
which is “the process by which a visual image has its meanings renegotiated, or even 
                                                 
15
 This example has been mentioned earlier where the denotation and connotation are also known as signifier 
and signified respectively. 
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rejected, by particular audiences watching in specific circumstances”. Therefore, to interpret 
a photograph is to confront the obvious (what we „see‟), and move onto what meanings lie 
behind and why these meanings are such.  
 Rose (2001) proposes a simple three-tier analysis of a photograph that aims to cover 
the different aspects of its cultural contexts that will aid in its interpretation: 1) Focus on the 
prevailing cultural/social/historical circumstances at the site of production, 2) focus on the 
image itself, and 3) focus on how the different audiences consume/d the photographs (i.e. 
audiencing).
16
 While Point 1 suggests vigorous literature research and Point 3 implies 
working closely with informants, Point 2 places emphasis on the visual representations 
themselves. While the approaches to Points 1 and Points 3 are commonplace in an inquiry 
such as this, Point 2 deserves more attention: How do we interpret photographs? 
 In effect, describing what you see in a photograph (i.e. the studium) is the first step 
to take when trying to interpret it. Such an exercise in objectivity is straightforward and will 
not be elaborated upon here. But how do we proceed to the seemingly subjective level of 
interpreting the punctum? Before I proceed to inject a level of objectivity into the 
interpretation of photographs, I would like to review in brief two publications that focus on 
photographs and other images, to assess the effectiveness of techniques they employed. 
Jan Nederveen Pieterse‟s (1995: 13) book „White on Black‟ is essentially about treatment of 
Africans “…in the context of three continents and over two hundred years of history”. It 
focuses specifically on images depicting Africans, ranging from early drawings and prints, 
to photographs. Despite this angle, the author surprisingly does not, at anywhere in the 
book, discuss a coherent framework in which the hundreds of images he uses would be 
objectively analysed. Instead, the author, when referring to specific images, describes the 
studium using „commonsense‟. I have no objection to this, but I reiterate that the studium is 
already straightforward to the viewers, with or without commentaries. I do, however, take 
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 Audiencing is related to the earlier point made by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) that visual representations 
enact social relations between the people involved in their production and consumption. 
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issue when he interprets the images – i.e. the punctum – in a blasé manner that leaves some 
of his inferences wanting. For example, on page 105, he features a black-and-white 
photograph with the following contents: there are four women featured, all about equal 
distance from me the viewer. On the left, with her right-side profile to us is a Caucasian-
looking woman in a „western‟-style dress pointing a camera to the right of the photograph. 
Her subjects are three African-looking women wearing what appears to be non-western, 
traditional tribal clothing. While the photographer is faceless, the three Africans are looking 
at her camera, smiling.
17
 Rather than focusing on the photograph to step-by-step unpick its 
punctum, Pieterse (1995: 105, emphases [i.e. the punctum] mine) relegates its interpretation 
to the caption: “Ndebele, southern Africa… „Natives‟ pictured as a tourist attraction in a 
German travel guide of the 1950s. White on black, modern and traditional dress, subject 
and object, active and passive, technology (camera) and ornaments (glass beads) – all these 
contrasts indicate metaphorically that this is a relationship not of communication but of 
annexation”. While I understand, and agree with, the almost intrinsic manner in which this 
photographed has been interpreted by Pieterse, I find it unsatisfactory that he had arrived at 
it by what using seems to be commonsense, which is independent of any methodology 
except „gut-feeling‟. Looking more critically, I find that Pieterse has employed this 
technique throughout his book, where he uses the images without directly analysing them in 
the main text, leaving instead his (brief) captions to do the job. True to his neglect in 
applying more academic rigour to the images, Pieterse does not even number his images 
individually, which is surprising for a book about images. That he draws conclusions from 
his images without discussing how he arrives at them with the use of a clear methodology is 
a shortcoming of his otherwise important book.  
 The next publication I will turn to is Christopher Pinney‟s (2004) Photos of the 
Gods. On the inside cover of the book, it claims that the book “is the first comprehensive 
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 What I have done here is to describe the studium as I see it, and nothing else.  
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history of posters, postcards and other printed images that comprise a major dimension of 
India‟s popular visual culture”. Pinney (2004: 8) refers to these images “…to make the case 
for visual culture as a key arena for the thinking out of politics and religion in modern 
India”. If, with such a heavy emphasis on what these images „say‟, one comes to expect that 
Pinney would have a clearly-defined methodology on how the images would be interpreted, 
than there would be disappointment. While Pinney does number his images and directly 
comments on each one in the main text (unlike Pieterse) and refers to the studium with ease, 
he again relies on a seemingly subjective method that relies on nothing more than intuition 
when referring to the punctum of the images. For example, on page 15, image number 4 is 
that of a lithograph of an „Interior of a native hut‟, featuring in the foreground a woman 
squatting while cooking in her kitchen, and two children by her side. The wall behind her 
features a solitary, almost indiscernible devotional painting, and beside it on a window-
ledge a miniscule non-descript sculpture, which is said to be a “terracotta female cult-
figure”. Based on the barely-visible painting and sculpture which in my view are not the 
emphases of the painting (unlike the domestic-setting of peasant home-kitchen which is 
clearly delineated in the lithograph), Pinney (2004: 15) goes on to comment that “Images 
like this emerged as a particular concern in missionary accounts that stigmatized what they 
saw as Hindu fetishism”. I argue that while missionaries may well be truly concerned with 
Hindu fetishism, the lithograph in no way can be used as evidence to support this view. In 
short, like Pieterse‟s book, Pinney‟s book also suffers from a lack of a formal manner to 
read images beyond the obvious studium. While I note that both Pieterse and Pinneys‟ 
books are fascinating in the conclusions they draw from the reading of images, I however 
find that the lack of a formality in arriving at their interpretations of those images are un-
academically unsatisfying.  
 As such, I discovered a book, Reading images: The grammar of visual design by 
Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) that does suggest ways in which photographs can be 
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analysed beyond mere superficial interpretations. Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 1) propose 
to “provide inventories of the major compositional structures which have become 
established as conventions in the course of the history of visual semiotics, and to analyse 
how they are used to produce meaning by contemporary image-makers”. Rather than 
theorising the meanings of visual images, Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 5) attempts to 
teach the reader how to read these images using conventional analytical methods that are 
influcned by social semiotics. Beyond the more technical aspects of their methodology, 
what I found useful is their way of focusing on the human subjects in a visual image to give 
meanings to their relationships. For example, when there is only one human featured in an 
image, whether s/he is looking directly at or away from the viewer (i.e. me who is looking at 
the image), or if his/her body is facing the viewer directly or at an oblique angle imply a 
sense of closeness (or distance) that the photographer had intended for the viewer and the 
subject. When there are more than one human subject, the relationships at play here are not 
just between those featured in the image and the viewer, but also between the subjects in the 
image themselves. For the latter, Kress and van Leeuwen discusses the relative eyeline 
(1996: 64) as a sign of the subject‟s importance (or lack of) in a group shot and the direction 
of a subject‟s gaze (1996: 121-130) as giving importance to different subjects within the 
image or even the viewer. While it would be tedious to summarise the different techniques 
here, I will endeavour to discuss them when I use them to analyse the visual representations 






The island of Borneo is divided into the territories of three sovereign nations: Brunei, the 
Indonesian state of Kalimantan, and Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak. Living on 
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 This section on the Iban serves only as a sketch for orientation purposes only, as I would be dwelling on 
their history, and the history of Iban studies, at length in the later chapters when appropriate. 
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Borneo are several groups of indigenous peoples collectively labeled „Dayak‟, and also later 
migrants like the Malay and Chinese. The Dayak can be subdivided into seven groups based 
on one or more of the following factors: language, locality of settlements, social structure, 
mode of subsistence and other cultural practices (King 1993). However, the classifications 
can be contested as there are many overlaps between the so-called „distinctive‟ groups (see 
King 1993:39 and Rousseau 1990:1).  
 The Iban are the most populous amongst the Dayak, with a population of over half a 
million found mainly in Sarawak, but are also in Kalimantan, Brunei and Sabah. In 
Sarawak, a recent census reported a total of just over 500,000 Iban or about one-third of the 
entire population of that state. Due to a lack of proper counting in the other areas of Borneo, 
the following numbers of Iban are estimates at best: 15,000 in Brunei, 14,000 in Kalimantan 
(mostly in the subdivision of West Kalimantan) and 1,000 in Sabah (Sutlive and Sutlive 
2001:716).  
 The Iban can be further divided into 11 subgroups, eight of whom live in Sarawak 
and the rest in West Kalimantan. The groups in Sarawak are the Iban of Saribas River, 
Skrang River, Lemanak River, the Balau Iban, the Undup Iban, the Sebuyau Iban, the 
Remun Iban and the Dau Iban. In West Kalimantan, the Iban groups are the Kanyau, 
Merakai and Danau (Sutlive and Sutlive 2001:734-5).
19
 
 About 5000-6000 years ago, Austronesian-speaking peoples began a southward 
migration from the island of Taiwan (Bellwood 1985) by sea.
20
 Some had landed on an area 
in southwestern Borneo and fanned out from there to populate the island. These early 
settlers evolved culturally into what are the seven subgroups of the Dayak today. The Iban 
trace their ancestral homeland to a place between the lower Kerungau and middle Kapuas 
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 Most, but not all, Iban groups take their names from the locality of their settlements. Often, this refers to 
waterways such as rivers and streams (Sather 1994).  
20
 The Austronesian-language family is the most widely spread-out one in the world. Austronesian-speaking 
peoples are found in Taiwan, throughout insular Southeast Asia, coastal areas of mainland Southeast Asia and 
China, the Pacific Islands including Hawaii and New Zealand, and even as far as Madagascar off the east coast 
of Africa.  
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Rivers in West Kalimantan. From there, the majority settled along the major rivers of 
Sarawak, and the rest in Brunei, West Kalimantan and Sabah. However, in the past 25-30 
years, it was estimated that more than 20% of the Iban in Sarawak had migrated to the 
state‟s urban centers (Sutlive and Sutlive 2001:736). Even though there is a lack of 
information for Iban populations elsewhere, significant rural-urban migrations are expected 
also to have taken place elsewhere in Borneo.  
 
A Brief Historical Sketch of Borneo to World War 2 
The term „Borneo‟ is actually a westernized version of the word „Burni‟, the name of a 16th 
century Malay-Muslim trading polity situated in the north-western part of the island (King 
1993:17). Prior to the coming of the British and the Dutch to Borneo in the 17
th
 century, the 
island was already the site of several important Malay-Muslim trading polities specializing 
in natural produce such as gold, gemstones, camphor and edible birds‟ nests. Such was the 
fame of Borneo as a trading destination that Arabic sources of the twelfth and thirteenth had 
already recorded its existence (King 1993:18).  
 Early signs of foreign trade and contacts are evident in Borneo. Several stones have 
been found scattered throughout coastal Borneo that contain Hindu and Buddhist 
inscriptions dated to the late fourth or early fifth century. Stone sculptures of Indian deities 
found there were dated from the eight to the fourteenth centuries (King 1993:107-109).  The 
Chinese were prolific traders who visited Borneo for her bountiful produce. However, King 
asserts that “overall Indian, and indeed Chinese influence in indigenous Bornean cultures 
seems to have been slight” (1993:112). It is unclear exactly what roles the Dayak played in 
the early foreign trade of Borneo but it is expected they were important procurers of inland 
jungle produce for the coastal trading centers. By inference, the Iban would have come into 
contact not only with foreign cultures but also have had a long history of incorporating 
foreign objects into their material culture. 
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 After the 14
th
 century, Islam was introduced to Borneo, resulting in the 
abovementioned Malay-Muslim polities. Some Dayak groups deliberately avoided the reach 
of Malay rulers for fear of forced conversions, while others engaged in close trading 
relationships. Indeed, some Malay rulers aligned themselves with certain Dayak groups to 
mobilise them to suppress other troublesome Dayak groups. Some relationships were more 
unfair, with Malay rulers exacting taxes from the Dayak and even capturing them as slaves 
(King 1993: 128-129). In general, of all the Dayak, the Iban were relatively independent of 
Malay dominance due to the isolated nature of their settlements.  
 The Portuguese and Spanish had already visited Borneo, in particular Brunei, as 
early as the beginning of the 16
th
 century. However these early European contact had little 
impact on Borneo. Two major European powers, the Dutch and the British, arrived in the 
17
th
 century and became major players in the affairs of Borneo.  
 Even though the Dutch and the British have had trading outposts in Borneo from as 
early as the 17
th
 century, it was not until the 19
th
 century when European colonialism gained 
a firm foothold there: the English in northern and the Dutch in southern Borneo (King 
1993:133-141). When discussing the “…ethical considerations…in European objectives” in 
governing Borneo, King (1993:142) sums it up clearly that “perceived barbaric institutions 
such as slavery and severing heads could not be tolerated”. The Iban were fierce 
headhunters and this aspect of their culture featured importantly in the colonial affairs of the 
Dutch and the British, as will be highlighted in the following case study.
21
 
 When the Dutch and the British drew up political boundaries in Borneo, the line of 
control was drawn right through existing Iban territory, thereby splitting the population. The 
Iban, as mentioned earlier, were fierce headhunters and this developed into a flashpoint not 
only for the Iban in their dealings with the Dutch and the British, but this situation also 
pitted the two colonial powers against one another.  
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 It appears that six out of the seven Dayak groups were headhunters, with the Iban usually acknowledged as 
being the fiercest amongst them. 
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 When British subject James Brooke became Rajah of Sarawak (northern Borneo) in 
1841, the Dutch in southern Borneo were alarmed
22
. The Dutch, who had little interest in 
southern Borneo until then – the first official contact between the Dutch and Iban leaders 
did not take place until 1854 (Wadley 2001:628) – were then very keen to stake a stronger 
claim on their territory. The Dutch began marking out administrative regions in southern 
Borneo and setting up more administrative centers in the interior, especially areas near the 
border (Wadley 2001:625-627). However, the Dutch was more interested in being an 
effective opposition to the possible English encroachment than to be a good administrator to 
the Iban territories. For example, the Dutch set out to guard its border jealously and viewed 
cross-border trade between the Iban – which had been in existence long before the arrivals 
of the British and the Dutch – as “smuggling” (Wadley 2001:627). James Brooke did 
nothing to defuse the tension with the Dutch by encouraging the Iban cross-border trade. To 
be elaborated later, the Iban were recruited by James and later his nephew and successor 
Charles for various mercenary duties against rouge Iban and other Dayak groups both within 
and without Sarawak. 
 When Charles Brooke, acknowledged to be the most successful of the three Rajahs 
passed away, he was succeeded by his son Vyner, who unlike his father was deemed “not a 
forceful ruler” (Pringle 2007: 455). Perhaps the two most important events in Sarawak 
during Vyner‟s reign were the State being lost to the Japanese and the eventual handing over 
of Sarawak to the Crown following the end of World War 2. By this time, the Iban had 
established for themselves the position of most exalted of all Dayak groups, and they had 
distinguished themselves to have been excellent military scouts and soldiers in the battles 
during the Japanese invasion and the later Confrontation with Indonesia.  
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 Even though the Brookes were English subjects, their reigns in Sarawak from 1841-1946 were private affairs 
that were independent from the British Crown. 
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Brief Notes on ‘Traditional’ Iban Culture 
Since as far back as the 17
th
 century, travelers, missionaries, colonial officers, scientific 
expeditions had produced many publications that are either dedicated to the Iban or at least 
feature them. The Iban has been referred to as one of the most studied tribal peoples of 
Southeast Asia.
23
 The long history of research and observations on the Iban has resulted in 
multiple publications from various anthropological (and also „un-anthropological‟)24 
viewpoints: social organisation, agricultural practices, land tenure, gender relations, warfare 
(headhunting) and territorial expansion, religion and rituals and oral literature.  
Prior to the pioneering work of anthropologist Derek Freeman beginning in 1949 in 
Sarawak, however, most publications on the Iban had both intentional and unintentional 
Eurocentric overtones that distorted their culture
25
. The Iban were considered, at best, a 
primitive, pagan, bloodthirsty people that were low on the ladder of cultural evolution
26
, and 
at worst, as natural curiosities that were so backward that they could be considered less than 
human. These authors made observations on several aspects of Iban culture but issues 
regarding headhunting, the ritual treatment of captured heads, warfare and religious beliefs 
and practices received overwhelming attention
27
. Nonetheless, the careful reading of these 
early sources is useful as they provide vital information on the Iban before the changes 
brought on by industrialisation. However, for the purpose of this essay, I will concentrate on 
sources post-Derek-Freeman (i.e. after 1950) to paint a brief – and hopefully more objective 
– picture of selected aspects of Iban culture. Note that even though contemporary Iban 
culture has already been influenced by industrialisation, nationalism and globalisation, I will 
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 In general, there is a wealth of studies on the Iban in Sarawak, but this is not the case for the Iban in 
Kalimantan (see Lumenta 2001). By assumption this situation also applies to the Iban in Sabah and Brunei. 
24
 There are many travel-, explorer-type books and journals where the Iban have been featured and are tailored 
for the mass market. 
25
 To be objective, all early ethnographic writings on Southeast Asia suffered from this to a certain extent, as 
was the norm for such writings prior to the advent of more vigorous anthropological perspectives in the 
twentieth century. 
26
 These notwithstanding, the Iban were a fascinating subject for these authors as they are portrayed as the 
opposite of „superior‟ European cultures. 
27
 Some authors were also notorious to have written about the Iban purely from secondhand sources, i.e. they 
had never personally experienced the events they described (King 1993). 
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use the present tense to discuss their culture as located at an unspecified time when the 
influence of modernity was minimal or even negligible, with my acknowledgment that this 
treatment is also biased and distorts the current Iban realities.
28
 
 In Iban religion, there are many gods (Kedit 1980:24). In general, the gods have 
power over natural phenomenon such as the weather. The gods are anthropomorphic and 
possess both human and superhuman traits. Of the myriad of gods, the three most important 
are Selanpandai (the creator of the Iban), Pulang Gana (the god of padi) and Singalang 
Burang (god of war). Besides the gods, the Iban also believe in the existence of semangat 
(soul) in all living things. To maintain a balance between the Iban and the gods, gawai 
(rituals) are carried out when appropriate. Gawai can be classified into four main categories: 
Gawai associated with the planting and harvesting of padi, gawai linked to health, gawai 
connected with acquisition of wealth and prosperity and gawai related to headhunting and 
the treatment of heads (Kedit 1980:26). Another pervasive aspect of Iban culture is adat or 
the unwritten rules observed by the members of an Iban community. According to Sandin 
(1980:xii), adat applies “to virtually all spheres of [Iban] life, social, economic, religious 
and political”. As with the religions of most tribal people, it is difficult to separate religion 
from the daily life of the Iban.  
 In terms of political organisation, the Iban are egalitarian (King 1993:48-49).
29
 
Issues concerning the community are decided by consensus. Even though it is possible for 
men and women to gain more prestige than others, the successful Iban possess only more 
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 Following Kedit‟s (1980:10-12) observation of the different periods of cultural change experienced by the 
Iban, the four stages are: Cultural heritage, period of institutionalized contextual change, societal 
differentiation and social entropy. The first period, Cultural heritage, implies the period of the Iban‟s „stable‟ 
adaptation to their environment before the arrival of European influence. The second period refers to extensive 
contact between the Iban and the Dutch and the British. The third period of Iban „reactions and conflict-
resolutions‟ to the external factors runs parallel to the second period. The last period is located in the 
contemporary where Iban culture is in a constant state of flux and different (but not completely) from the traits 
present in the first period. 
29
 Another egalitarian group is the Bidayuh. In contrast, some Dayak groups such as the Kayan and the Kenyah 
are stratified into three layers: Nobility, commoners and slaves (King 1993). 
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influence, not power, over others.
30
 As is the norm in egalitarian societies, the death of an 
influential Iban does not indicate that his/her „power‟ would be inherited by his or her 
children.  
 Kedit (1980:29-30) notes that in Iban society, there are three levels of social 
organisation. At the most basic, there is the nuclear family unit. Then there is the 
longhouse
31
 community and lastly the territorial tribe. Each bilik in a longhouse is home to a 
single nuclear family. This bilik is owned by the occupants but the public spaces in a 
longhouse are shared with other bilik-families. The bilik-family owns and works it own 
plots of land, and the crops are for the immediate family‟s needs. While both men and 
women work in the fields, it is common for the men to handle the more strenuous tasks such 
as tree-felling and warfare. Women are also responsible for general household chores and, 
in their spare time, weaving.  
 The longhouse forms a social unit consisting of all its component bilik-families. 
While most bilik-families would be related to one another, this is not a precondition of 
joining a longhouse. Unlike the bilik-family, the longhouse does not usually own its own 
farmland. However, it is usual for bilik-families to assist one another with farming duties 
and even communal chores, such as caring for children while their parents are working in 
the fields. A longhouse is led by a headman who can only exert his influence over 
communal matters as he does not have absolute power over other bilik-families.
32
 As a 
reflection of the egalitarian nature of the Iban, any bilik-family is free to leave or join a 
longhouse if the appropriate adat is adhered to. 
 Several longhouses situated along the same river system, with inter-locking kinship 
networks, form an associated network of longhouses (Sandin 1980:38). When all the 
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 Men usually gain prominence through prowess in war and headhunting, while women similarly gain prestige 
through the weaving of ritually powerfully pua ikat textiles (Gavin 1996). 
31
 The longhouse is a raised, multiple-household elongated structure that houses the Iban. There are several 
private bilik where a nuclear family resides. Connecting all the bilik are the covered ruai and uncovered tanju 
that serve as communal spaces for daily activities. Usually, longhouses would have several bilik (average of 
14, according to Kedit 1980:34) that can house tens, and sometimes hundreds of people. 
32
 Despite the egalitarian nature of the Iban, only males are considered for this position. 
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individual bilik-families‟ lands of these longhouses are considered collectively, these form 
the immediate territory of the tribe. Obligations in this tribe include its defense against 
intruders and the building of new longhouses. Above all else, the existing kinships ties 
ensure solidarity in a tribe. 
 The Iban are subsistence farmers who depend on the cultivation of mainly hill rice 
(Freeman 1968:152-305). It can be said that annual cycle of rice dictates the Iban annual 
calendar.
33
 Freeman (1968:153) asserts that the “prosperity, and the very existence of the 
Iban family depends” on hill rice cultivation. As mentioned, it is difficult to clearly separate 
the „religious‟ and „secular‟ in Iban life, and the same applies to hill rice cultivation. The 
Iban believe that padi contains semangat or soul. Therefore, every stage of hill rice farming 
is accompanied by rituals associated with a fertility cult (Freeman 1968:153). The Iban are 
swidden farmers. This method also implies that the Iban are constantly in search of new 
lands to farm when their old fields are exhausted, and this may be one explanation for their 
ever-expanding territories. As it is common for a bilik-family to be unable to grow adequate 
rice year after year due to factors such as drought, some resort to cash crops such as rubber 
and pepper as a form of safeguard. Another method to earn cash is for the Iban, mainly men 
(but increasingly also women; see Soda 2007), to offer their labour in exchange for wages in 




Iban Culture, Independence and Globalisation 
 
During the private reign of the Brookes in Sarawak, Dayak welfare was one of “preservation 
of traditional lifeways” (Brosius 2000:5). It was not until the 1930s when the British began 
to employ „transformation‟ – through education, improved healthcare etc – to advance 
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 The cycle of rice involves, amongst other things, land-clearing, planting, weeding and harvest. 
34
 This has resulted in an Iban diaspora, mainly but not restricted to males, to within and without Sarawak. 
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Dayak welfare. However, the era of the Brookes had already begun the introduction of 
external agents that facilitated changes never seen before in Iban culture.
35
 
 After World War 2, Sarawak was officially ceded to the British Crown and this 
signaled a phase of infrastructure development. Sarawak as a whole saw unheralded 
improvements in education, agricultural reform, healthcare practices etc. In the early 
Malaysia period from 1963-1975, when Malaysia had recently achieved independence from 
England, the Malaysian government carried on the pro-development outlook of the British 
(Borius 2000). However, the Iban, who were the majority ethnic group in Sarawak, 
inadvertently became a minority in their newfound country. This meant that the Iban were 
drawn into the mainstream of Malaysian society and had to play catch-up with other ethnic 
groups who were better equipped to serve a Malaysia that was seeking rapid 
industrialisation. Soda (2006: 111) calls this the “federal factor”, where preferential 
treatment for Malay-Muslim Malaysians has marginalised the Iban and other non-Malay.
36
 
Nonetheless, there are success stories of Iban individuals – though few and far between – 




 Even though Sarawak had registered an economic growth of 6.5% per annum from 
1984-1995, most Iban are still mired in poverty (see Brema 1996, and King and Jawan 
1996). Many Iban who still depend on hill rice for subsistence are facing problems in terms 
of poor yields. Deforestation also means that rural Iban could not look to the jungles for 
food, medicine and raw materials. Despite the implementation of the New Economic Policy 
since 1970-1971, the Iban, whom were supposed to have been specifically assisted to better 
integrate into Malaysian society, had been generally left out of the rat race (King and Jawan 
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 These include the work of missionaries, the involvement of Iban as mercenaries in regional politics and 
drawing the Iban closer into the world of regional and international trade. 
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 Interestingly, and accurately, Soda (2007: 111) says “In short, as „Sarawakians‟, as non-Muslim bumiputera, 
and as a rural populace, the Iban are burdened with a multi-layered marginality”. 
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 For example, the Tun Jugah Foundation in Kuching was started by the descendents of Tun Jugah, a 





 The poorly educated Iban, as a result, headed for regional centers to seek 
work in blue collar industries, mirroring the exodus of the educated Iban who moved to 
cities in search of better prospects (see Soda 2007 for his anthropological work on berjalai, 
which is Iban for literally 'going for a walk', and see my review of Soda's 2007 book in Tan 
2009).  
 All is not doom and gloom for the Iban, though. The Iban as a community are now 
much better-off since Malaysia‟s independence in terms of education, health, employment 
etc. After years of playing catch-up with the fast pace of economic growth of Malaysia, 
some Iban are actively turning their attention inwards to the preservation of traditional 
practices that they deem worthy of perpetuating.
39
 This is not surprising as „Iban-ness‟ is 
now a commodity that is able to attract tourist-dollars and also add a colourful dimension to 
Malaysia‟s multicultural makeup. For examples, see Berma (1996) for her observations on 
the production of Iban crafts (for sale domestically and internationally) as a viable 
alternative to agriculture, and Zeppel (1994) for her thesis on Iban longhouses and their 
tourism potential. In a more abstract manner, perhaps the Iban are looking at their past so as 
to give them a sense of rooted-ness in this modern age. 
 
A significant gap in Iban studies? 
The extensiveness of academic studies on the Iban since 1949 meant that the issues cover 
not just breadth but also depth. It would not be prudent here to list these issues in detail, but 
a summary is necessary to highlight a major gap – to be discussed in detail in the following 
chapters – that is of particular interest to this essay.  
 To date, the most comprehensive and up-to-date publication on all aspects of Iban 
culture is The encyclopedia of Iban studies published in 2001 by The Tun Jugah Foundation 
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 The New Economic Policy targeted bumiputera or natives of Malaysia that include the Malay and the 
Dayak. However, the execution of the policy tended to favor overwhelmingly the Malay Muslims and this was 
a reflection of their control over national politics. 
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. The dozens of editors and contributing editors of both Iban and non-
Iban descent are eminent in their fields and are drawn from all corners of academia. Under 
the entry „Iban studies: Their contributions to social theory and the ethnography of other 
Borneo societies‟ from page 741 to 785, there is a list of ten different aspects that Iban 
studies have been deemed to be particularly productive and significant: 1) Social 
organisation and the nature of cognatic societies; 2) The cultural ecology of swidden 
agriculture; 3) The analysis of land tenure; 4) The nature of egalitarian society; 5) 
Ethnogenesis; 6) Gender studies; 7) The expansion of the Ibans, warfare, and headhunting; 
8) Religion, ritual and symbolism; 9) Oral literature; and 10) Regional variations in Iban 
culture.  
 While not taking any credit away from the contributions to Iban studies mentioned 
above, I note that the encyclopedia had left out another significant area not specifically 
mentioned in that list: Iban ethnicity
41
. While I have noted earlier that there is but one 
extensive treatise dealing specifically with Iban identity and ethnicity (see Lim 2000), there 
appears to be a dearth of academic discourse regarding this aspect of Iban studies. Not that 
no one is interested in this issue, but I argue that Iban ethnicity is most of the time taken to 
be a given, so much so that most authors who work on the Iban easily describe who they are 
rather than challenge who they are. It is one of the aims of this thesis to build on the work 
that has already be done on the Iban and contribute a critical addition to the notion of Iban 
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 It contains a massive 2783 pages spread out over four volumes. 
41
 Another aspect that is conspicuously absent is that of material culture. 
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Chapter 3 The Iban as a Colonised People 
 
Figure 3.1 Court-room in Baram Fort (Hose 1912: vol.2, 272) 
 
Figure 3.1 shows the interior of a fort in Sarawak in 1901
42
. The evenly hewn wooden 
planks and the generally sturdy construction of the interior attest to the effort invested by the 
Brooke government in building such forts. The neatly arranged row of rifles in the centre 
right of the photograph reminds the viewer of the ultimate purpose of these forts; control of 
the local population through firepower if necessary. However, such well-built forts, being 
relatively far away from the seat of the government in Kuching, served more than just a 
military function; visually, these robust forts were tangible evidence of the legitimacy and 
might of the colonial leaders. Altogether, eight figures are visible but the most striking is the 
fourth figure from the right. This European (with the essential possessive attributes [Kress 
and van Leeuwen 1996: 113] of fair skin and handlebar moustache that makes him 
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 Such wooden forts were built by the Brooke government in remote areas as outposts to help regulate trade, 
stop feuding and generally act as sub-administrative centres for regions deemed too far from the main 
administrative centre in Kuching (Reece 2004). 
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unmistakably European, most likely British as were most colonial officers in Sarawak) 
stands out for many reasons: 1) His white (starched?) uniform makes his outfit the most 
luminous, and therefore most „visible‟, 2) his pose seems to be the most unnatural of them 
all and it seemingly gives him an authoritative air about him which is absent in the rest, 3) 
proportionally, his visible body-surface is the largest one, making him tower above the rest. 
Based on the horizontal planes from the top of each of the seven figures‟ heads, the 
European‟s is also the tallest, 4) while the three figures on the left are looking at the camera, 
this European is the only one looking directly at the camera in a full-frontal stance (i.e. 
shoulders perpendicular with the camera‟s line of sight), allowing him to engage with and 
have the most direct relationship with the viewer (see Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 90, 
122).      
 So far, based on looking only at the European officer, there should be little dispute 
that all the symbolic attributes (see Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 108) makes him the focus 
of the photograph. While not knowing the exact circumstances of the taking of this 
photograph, I venture to guess that he could possibly have requested the photograph be 
taken, judging by his contrite pose. Other aspects of the photograph point to the higher 
levels of influence of this officer vis-à-vis the others.  
 While the third and fifth figures from the left are also wearing white, their clothes are 
not as gleaming as the European‟s. The third person from the left is also wearing what looks 
like a European jacket, but his cut-off torso and sideway stance in no way challenges the air 
of authority of the European. The fifth and sixth figures from the left (who are Malay, 
judging by their stereotypical material cultural attributes of sarong and songkok), though 
standing closest to the European, also do not steal his limelight by virtue of their oblique 
stance in relation to the camera and their relative lack of height. The four remaining figures 
are Dayak, with the most striking ones being the rightmost two figures, who not only wear 
loincloths, but are also topless (the other two who are wearing shirts appear „civilised‟ in 
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comparison). To me, the two rightmost Dayak in loincloths are also the most intriguing 
figures; they are the only ones with their backs facing the camera, as if it was intentional 
that the viewer is not to know them personally, or that they have something mysterious to 
hide. Whatever the case, these two men sit as if they are in contemplation of the rows of 
rifles, perhaps frozen in their seats by the realisation of their potential firepower.    
 In short, this photograph appears to encapsulate the complexities of European-native 
relationships in the turn of the last century in Sarawak. All the denotation level (Hall 2003), 
the photograph shows a few men from different ethnic groups in the inside of a wooden fort. 
But at the connotation level, the visual cues point to the exalted position of the „civilised‟ 
European vis-à-vis the other figures who are lower on the rungs of social evolution. Looking 
at the photograph even closer, one could postulate that the relative distance and height of the 
European and that of the Malay and Dayak men show their social statuses: the European 
man, being a clear head taller than the rest, is on top, while the Malay men and the tanned-
skin man in European jacket (who are probably „native civil servants‟) are secondary to him 
in terms of proximity (i.e. their distance from him) and heights. At the bottom of the 
hierarchy, the Dayak could be deemed „savage‟ natives by virtue of their „uncivilised‟ dress, 
lowest relative height and proximity from the European, and their apparent subdued nature 
when faced with European rifles. 
 Such an analysis of Figure 3.1, while informative, remains isolated from reality if 
not put into context. I shall in this chapter paint a picture of the Iban and how they feature in 
the colonial government and also in a wider discourse with Western colonial interests in the 
world being widespread, in parallel with the relevant visual representations, to show 






3.1  Sarawak into the Hands of James Brooke  
To understand the unique circumstances under which colonial Sarawak was founded in 
1841, one must start with the first Rajah of Sarawak, James Brooke. James was not the 
typical „Englishman‟ as he was born in India and did not appear to have set foot in England 
until he was twelve. However, it was perhaps this foreign upbringing that allowed him to 
“accept the different races and cultures of the Far East more freely than other Englishmen of 
his class” (Reece 2004: 17), which was also to bestow upon his future rule in Sarawak with 
an air of benevolence. James‟ father was an employee of the East India Company and he 
himself served as an infantry officer in India. After recovering from a serious wound, he 
resigned and sailed to China and Southeast Asia, partly looking for adventure, partly for 
trade. With a hefty inheritance from his father, he eventually bought his own schooner, the 
Royalist, and sailed to Southeast Asia where he hoped to set up a comprehensive trading 
network for profit (Reece 2004). 
 When James Brooke reached Singapore in 1839, he was given a minor task which 
would end up with him behind the sovereign ruler of Sarawak. Some merchants in 
Singapore had wanted him to go to Sarawak, then under the direct control of the Brunei 
sultanate, to thank the governor there for helping rescue a crew from a wrecked British 
vessel. There, he learnt about a Dayak rebellion which the governor was unable to put down. 
After sailing around the region for a year, James sailed back to Kuching to offer his services 
to quell the rebellion in exchange for the right to govern Sarawak. After he had successfully 
pacified the rebellion, and some delays on the part of the governor, James Brooke, against 
all odds, was transferred the territories of Sarawak on 24 September 1841 to rule as he saw 
fit, save for a small annual payment he was obliged to pay Brunei (Reece 2004). A century 
of the „White Rajah‟ rule over Sarawak had thus begun. 
 From the start, even though James Brooke was a British subject, his annexing of 
Sarawak was not done under the auspices of Britain. He was in effect a „king‟ of a foreign 
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domain that existed independently of Britain. While this autonomy allowed James a large 
leeway to rule as he pleased
43
, it also meant that he had to finance his own rule without a 
colonial purse from which to draw from. This financial burden weighed heavily on his 
mind, as was apparent from the excerpts of the following letters: 
You will see that I have resolved to appeal to the Government, or to the public, or 
both, and request that support and assistance which I conceive myself to on public 
grounds. Pray assist me in every way; agitate those you know; solicit those you have 
a chance with, for the more publicity the better, and these countries are attracting 
attention” (Templer 1853: 140, letter to Mrs Brookes his mother, dated 10 December 
1941). 
 
You are good enough…to say that if I will furnish some details respecting this 
country...you will endeavour to lay them before Her Majesty‟s Secretary of State for 
the Colonies [to solicit from him sone funds for the running of Sarawak] (Templer 
1853: 144, letter to James Gardner, dated 10 December 1941). 
 
James‟ tone was one of appropriate deference and, more importantly, of desperation. He was 
keenly aware that of his responsibilities towards Sarawak and his lack of funds to achieve 
those goals. He was inspired by the successful, then new, colony of Singapore and had seen 
firsthand how its status under the Crown had brought immense growth (Reece 2004: 20). 
Nevertheless, more for financial reasons than any other, the Crown refused Sarawak as a 
colony (Cleary 1996a: 17), despite James‟ willingness to cede it to her. The Crown‟s 
reluctance was a protracted one, for it was not until 1863 that the Crown even recognised 
Sarawak‟s sovereignty (Ooi 1999: 47). In 1888 Sarawak became a British Protectorate and 
it was eventually accepted, more than a century after James Brooke becoming the Rajah of 
Sarawak, as a full-fledged colony from 1946 to 1963 (Cleary 1996b: 301).  
 It was Sarawak‟s birth into financial difficulties that provides the backdrop for the 
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 Some have unflatteringly called Sarawak a Brooke “fiefdom” (see Cleary 1996: 17). 
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3.2  The Physical Environment of Sarawak 
Even before James Brooke had set foot on Borneo, he had already speculated upon her 
natural wealth in terms of “mineral and vegetable riches” (Brooke. J. 1838, cited in Cleary 
1996b: 301). Not being a naturalist or geographer by persuasion, James was not particularly 
interested in the flora and fauna, and physical geography of Borneo per se. Instead, he was 
keenly aware of how a lush tropical island like Borneo held promises of mineral, oils and 
jungle produce that could be traded lucratively, especially since the trading routes between 
Hong Kong and Singapore (with Sarawak being a midpoint) were opening up. Indeed, 
travelers, adventurers and administrators had commented favourably on the ample jungle 
produce that were already being traded within Borneo (Cleary 1996b: 306). As such, I note 
that some of the earliest images of Sarawak take a decidedly „physical geographical‟ 
outlook where the lush untamed wilderness of Sarawak took centre stage. This is by no 
means peculiar to Sarawak, as Ryan (1997: 46) remarks that a British writer noted in 1867 
that it was the English specialty to capture visual images of the landscape as part of the 
civilising purpose of imperialism (i.e. to survey and record foreign landscapes so that they 





















Figure 3.2.4 Dyak bridge and abode (Brooke, C. 1866: vol. 1, 221) 
 
 




Figure 3.2.6 The Makun rapid (Brooke, C. 1866: vol. 1, 291) 
 
Figures 3.2.1 to 3.2.6 were all published within 25 years of the founding of Sarawak in 
1841. Depicted in all six drawings are a common theme; the Sarawak wilderness. In all, lush 
vegetation is shown with little or no sign of cultivation. The tall trees tower over the thick, 
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dark undergrowth, giving the impression of an untamed, virgin wilderness. Like in some 
early photographs of Africa, the tropical jungles of Sarawak were portrayed “in a state of 
barbaric, primeval geography” (Ryan 1997: 40). Ryan (1997: 38) notes that such images 
could have served two purposes: 1) The impenetrable wilderness foretold of sickness and 
death that were associated with the exploration of the „unknown‟ (and perhaps thus adding 
to the exoticness of the corresponding publications), and 2) affording a glimpse into the 
abundant wealth and possibilities associated with the opening of virgin jungles. Relating to 
the second point, the wilderness was seen by Europeans in the mid-19
th
 century as being 
endlessly abundant, and hence also indicative of the necessary idleness of the inhabitants 
who could easily live off those lands (Ryan 1997: 42). Indeed, while not the focus of any of 
the Figures 3.2.1 to 3.2.6, looking closely at each reveals that human figures are depicted, 
although in minute proportions that are overwhelmed by the wilderness
44
. While we can see 
that the humans live in this pristine wilderness, we are given no clues as to how they 
survived, giving credence to the assertion that such imagery may contribute to the erroneous 
notion that the natives lived an idle existence where the land was not cultivated but yet was 
plentiful in resources.  
 I argue that such “visual colonisation” (Ryan 1997: 72) essentially makes previously 
'unknown' known through the printing of such images. Thus, the visual colonisation of the 
Borneo landscape gives the impression of lush fecundity that at once promises potential and 
danger
45
. While such images would definitely help raise the exotic factor, and therefore 
sales, of the books they were printed in – keeping in mind that at that time, learning about 
the world was more accessible through books then travelling – they perhaps had more 
understated aims. Recalling an earlier discussion that James Brooke had to fund the 
administration of Sarawak on his own, such images of untapped wilderness could be 
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 In Figures 3.2.1 and 3.2.4, the natives are crossing wooden bridges. In Figure 3.2.2 two natives are resting 
on a rock, seemingly gazing at the waterfall. In Figures 3.2.3, 3.2.5 and 3.2.6, several natives are paddling 
boats.   
45
 For „danger‟, consider the threat of the whirlpool in Figure 3.2.6 to the twig-like boats as the peaceful river 
turns into a raging torrent.   
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construed as targeting those who would invest in Sarawak to unlock her potential for 
economic gain. On the other hand, such images, I argue, set the context for the earliest 
visual representations of the Iban people.   
 Figures 3.2.1 to 3.2.6 are by no means representative of the early depictions of the 
Dayak of Sarawak. However, they do form a distinctive group of portrayals where the lush 
nature appears to subsume the Dayak living in it. Pieterse (1995) asserts a similar situation 
for the nineteenth-century depictions of Africans. He points out that “the iconography of 
African savages was determined by the association with nature and flora – often the kind of 
wild and overwhelming landscape which makes humans appear small” (Pieterse 1995: 35). 
He suggests that these „nature-overwhelms-humans‟ scenarios is aimed at creating an 
absence of civilisation, thereby justifying the incursion of European civilisation to „save‟ 
them. Similar in another continent far from Africa, the portrayals of the insignificance of 
Aboriginal people almost lost within an untouched Australian landscape were to allow the 
British to deem the land „terra nullius‟, or not inhabited, so as to allow settlers guilt-free 
access to „new‟ lands. While I am not suggesting that Sarawak was ever deemed terra 
nullius
46
, such imagery as those discussed above do allow the more entrepreneurial minds to 
imagine the bounties of such an environment if one was to invest in the exploration for 
minerals or cultivation of crops. In short, such images of untapped fecundity in what seemed 
to be uncultivated lands perhaps served as invitation and/or justification for western 
colonisation.  
 
3.3 The Earliest Non-photographic Depictions of Iban People 
The earliest photograph to be taken in Sarawak was probably that of Kuching town in 1864 
(Moore 2007: 73). This implies that the earliest photographs of Iban people were of a 
necessarily later date. However, in what Beegan (1995: 257) calls the “frenzy of the visible” 
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during the Victorian era, images printed from wood engravings started to appear in 
newspapers and other printed articles came to prominence from the 1840s onwards. It is 
from this period also that we find the earliest non-photographic depictions of Iban people. 
 Based on Pieterse‟s (1995) analysis of images of African peoples made by 
Europeans, the earliest ones tend to conform to the notion of the former being noble 
savages. Similarly, the earliest drawings made by the Qing court of the indigenous peoples 
of Taiwan show a similar outlook, which Teng (2004: 160) terms “visual primitivism”. Such 
natives were assumed to be pristine groups of people living in the wilderness untouched by 
technological advances who displayed almost childlike innocence. Indeed, the notion that 
the Borneo Dayak were primeval humans was a widely-held one (see Cleary 1996a: 19).  
 
 




Figure 3.3.2 War dance of the Lundu Dyaks (Keppel 1846: 122) 
 
In Figure 3.3.1, an idyllic scene is depicted. In the foreground a woman holds onto a boat 
while a man on the bank appears to wait. Slightly further back, a man and woman engage in 
idle chat, with the man casually crossing one leg over the other, and the woman bouncing a 
baby on her knee. Even further back on the riverbank, two women appearing to be standing 
on a boat, probably about to set off. With a clear sky and a calm river, the whole scene 
speaks of tranquillity. In Figure 3.3.2, two men (women?) are dancing to the tune played by 
the three sitting musicians. Others in the village are milling about, adding to the serenity of 
the scene. As such, Figures 3.3.1 and 3.3.2 do appear to depict scenes of visual primitivism 
where noble savages, seemingly carefree, are engaged in activities of childlike innocence. 
 While Figures 3.3.1 and 3.3.2 do allude to some form of noble savagery of the 
Dayak depicted, a closer inspection of the images, however, tells a different story. In Figure 
3.3.1, the men are clearly seen with weapons; spears and swords. In Figure 3.3.2, the dancer 
on the right has a sword tucked into his waistband, while the other dancer, sinisterly, has a 
human head slung onto his back. In the background, the men all appear to be also carrying 
weapons. For the Iban, I argue, their earliest images not so much emphasise their „noble 
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savagery‟ (as is the case with Pieterse‟s (1995) analysis of African images) but allude to 
their capacity for violence.     
 
 
Figure 3.3.3  Group of Damai Dyaks (Belcher 1848: vol. 1, 225) 
 


















Figure 3.3.7 Untitled (Veth 1856: 254) 
 
A common theme of the images presented in Figures 3.3.3 to 3.3.7 reinforces the allusion to 
violence in the Iban character. In Figure 3.3.3, four men are dressed in what appears to be 
elaborate battle-dress sport headdress, feathers, animal-skin. On top of that, their battle-
readiness is attested to by their weapons; long spears, shields, and swords fastened to the 
waists. As if to further emphasise their violent nature, the man in the background who is 
standing on the riverbank is taking aim with his blowpipe at a seemingly invisible target. I 
will return to this peculiar marksman later. 
 While the figures in Figure 3.3.3 appear to be battle-ready, those in Figure 3.3.4 are 
already in full battle. These two men are deep in battle and all the signs point to a savage 
encounter; the fearsome glare of the man on the left and the flowing hair – indicative of the 
ferocity of combat – of the one on the right. With the latter‟s raised sword about to strike, 
perhaps the former‟s lowered shield foretells of grave injury most likely to his head.  
 Figures 3.3.5 to 3.3.7 show men not in a state of battle, but as if posing for the 
sketcher. While these men stand or sit in relaxed poses, there is no mistaking them for 
peaceful types. All men are armed either with long spears or with a sword fastened to the 
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belt. In Figure 3.3.6, the casual Iban may even be sporting a faint smile but notice how his 
right hand grips the handle of his sword firmly, as if to indicate his readiness to draw it at an 
instant. In Figure 3.3.7, the men in the centre and on the right stand to show off their tattoos 
on their front and back, as if to emphasise their savage nature. The scowl on the face of the 
man on the left is perhaps meant to indicate some innate savagery.  
 Why then do the earliest images of the Iban appear to depict them as being inherent 
violent, which seems to be unlike the distinctive innocence of the earliest depictions of 
African natives mentioned by Pieterese (1995)? I argue that the early history of James 
Brooke‟s Sarawak gives us an important clue. Referring again to the marksman in Figure 
3.3.3, following his line of sight would reveal that he is actually aiming the dart at a British 
boat (indicated by the masts which are absent in Iban boats) in the middle background of the 
image. It is as if the man with the blowpipe was the first to see the encroaching British ship 
and fires the first salvo, while the armed men in the foreground are already in preparation 
for the impending attack from the river. Recalling that James Brooke begot Sarawak as a 
result of his military actions against a Dayak uprising, it is no surprise that the early popular 
images of the Dayak (and Iban) lean towards „savagery‟ not of the „noble‟ kind.  
 In 1843 and 1844, to secure his grip on his new state, James Brooke enlisted the help 
of Captain Henry Keppel and his naval ship the H.M.S. Dido to sail deep into Sarawak to 
pacify the groups of Iban and Malay who continued to oppose his rule and raided trading 
boats and other peaceful communities (Reece 2004: 25-30). Such gunboat „diplomacy‟ by 
James necessarily resulted in one-sided massacres as he pitted the relatively poorly-armed 





Figure 3.3.8 The attack on Paddi by the boats of H.M.S Dido  
(Keppel 1848: 52, taken from Reece 2004:29) 
 
 
In Figure 3.3.8, it can be seen clearly in the foreground that dozens of uniformed British 
sailors in superior rowboats are taking aim with their rifles and canon at the longhouse in 
the background, which is already burning. Notice how the proportionately larger sizes of the 
British men and boats serve to dwarf the enemy (who become faceless specks in the 
background), and also the privileged perspective of the viewer who is on the same, i.e. 
victorious, side as the British. Such military victories during the year 1841 to 1849 
“attracted the adulation of schoolboys [towards James Brookes]” (Pringle 2007: 88) and at 
the same time, I argue, painted a stereotype of the violent Iban very early on in wood 
engravings and which still has lasting effects today. 
 While the schoolboys of England might not have pored through the usually large 
tomes depicting the early skirmishes in Sarawak, they would likely have learnt about the 
Iban from Victorian pulp fiction such as James Greenwood‟s The adventure of Reuben 
Davidger which was published in 1865 and went through several reprints due to its 
popularity. In this novel, Reuben, a young British sailor was captured for more than a dozen 
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years by the piratical „Dyaks‟ of Borneo, which was at that time specifically referring to the 
Iban pirates that James Brooke had to suppress. While such stories of high seas and 
adventure were popular with a Victorian England that was beginning its imperialistic march 
across the world – but where overseas travel was still out of reach for the majority of British 
folk – such fantastical novels were all the more impressionable on the audience as the pages 





















Figure 3.3.12 Our jaws are Inspected in Search of Moveable Teeth  
(Greenwood 1865: 121) 
 
In Figures 3.3.9 to 3.3.12, the Iban are depicted as dark-skinned and wiry-haired natives 
more African than Asian. In all four images, human skulls are clearly visible, alluding to the 
reputation of the Iban as prolific headhunters had already reached the shores of Britain. The 
man in the left foreground in Figure 3.3.12 has been reduced to a caricature with a 
bloodthirsty grin formed by thick lips who is no doubt gleeful at the prospect of a new head 
to add to the collection at his knees, and his fingers are depicted more claw-like than 
humanlike. With so many physical inaccuracies, accompanied by inappropriate material 
culture, it appears to me that the wood engraver who executed these woodblocks had not 
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even been to Sarawak but had instead used secondhand information (such as some of the 
Victorian books discussed above) and his imagination (fuelled by other African and pirate 
tales, no doubt) to furnish the details of the Iban as fictitious bloodthirsty pirates. Such an 
artistic license, especially for images in fictitious writings, appears to be the norm for the 
time (Pieterse 1995: 78). While I am able to make this assertion of Figures 3.3.9 to 3.3.12 
based on my familiarity with the subject matter, I am sure many of the Victorian readers 
would have taken them at face-value, thereby entrenching, at this early date, the 
longstanding reputation of the Iban as innately prone to aggressiveness and even sadism.  
 I am glad to note that such extremely erroneous caricatures of the Iban had a 
relatively short period of popularity. I argue that such caricatures were fuelled by the 
necessities of excessive violence needed to quell the rebellious and violent Iban in the early 
days of James Brooke‟s rule. Keep in mind that James had inherited a Sarawak in return for 
his services in fighting a rebellion there, and that these rebellious pockets continued to exist 
even after he started his rule in 1841. James, who saw action as an infantry officer in India, 
summoned the might of the Royal Navy to treat the rebels the way he was accustomed to; 
with violence. While the suppression of some rebellions was justifiably harsh, others put the 
spotlight on James for excessive use of force. In 1849, James, again with the help of the 
Royal Navy, exacted revenge on the Saribas Iban who had killed more than 400 people 
during their coastal raids. The battle did not end after James‟ fleet had killed more than 500 
Saribas Iban at sea because he pursued them upriver and eventually burnt their longhouses. 
The battle of Beting Maru, as it is now known, resulted in a Royal Commission of Inquiry in 
Singapore to look into the deaths of innocent Iban (Naimah 1999: 6-7)
47
. 
 Such skirmishes of an English Rajah so far away from England (where the books 
were published) were necessarily of great interest to the Victorian public hungry for news of 
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 While James Brooke was not specifically found guilty, his „punishment‟ was the withdrawal of the Royal 
navy‟s support for his new state. On his own, he gave up his Crown appointments – Consul-General for 
Borneo and Governor of Labuan – probably out of embarrassment. 
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foreign conquests. Therefore, I argue that such violent encounters resulted in the production 
of „violence-linked‟ – both active and passive –  images of the Iban people early in their 
appearances as visual representations in printed materials
48
. I do note, however, that from 
the 1880s onwards until the replacement in printed materials of wood engravings with 
photographs, the depiction of the Iban took on a decidedly more sedate nature of sorts. 
According to Naimah (1999: 7), the battle of Beting Maru signaled a new chapter in 
Sarawak as James had „won‟ a significant victory over piracy (and therefore also the 
pacifying of most of the rebellious Dayak) and had turned to more practical tasks as Rajah.  
 After the several naval skirmishes in the early years of Sarawak under James 
Brooke, he appeared to have settled down to the mundane task of administrating to his 
newfound state. The following quotes give us a clear indication regarding the style of 
control which he chose to exert on Sarawak: 
The first voyagers from the West found the natives rich and powerful, with strong 
established governments, and a thriving trade with all parts of the world. The 
rapacious European has reduced them to their present condition. Their governments 
have been broken up; the old states decomposed by treachery, by bribery and 
intrigue; their possessions wrested from them under flimsy pretences; their trade 
restricted, their vices encouraged, their virtues repressed, and their energies 
paralyzed of rendered desperate, till there is every reason to fear the gradual 
extinction of the Malay races… (Brooke, J. 1848: 70-71, vol. 1, quoted in Reinhardt 
1970: 851-852)  
 
[Avoid becoming] overbearing and despotic. The best manner in the long run with 
the natives is to be thoroughly natural and in no way patronizing. A mixture of 
kindness and freedom with severity when required without harshness or bullying. 
Joking to be limited to the comprehension of the people. Never put natives on a 
familiar footing. They hold their position in society and you, yours. They are not 
inferior, but they are different (Ward 1966: 34, quoted in Reinhardt 1970: 855)  
 
 
Clearly articulated above, James had much scorn for the ill-treatment that he perceived that 
the European powers (alluding to the Portuguese, Dutch, English and Spanish) in Southeast 
Asia had unfairly meted out to the natives they ruled over. James' scorn was amplified no 
                                                 
48
 James‟ reputation preceded him when he returned to London in 1847, six years after the founding of 
Sarawak. His exploits in Sarawak were well-known to the public to the extent that he was almost hero-
worshipped for his violent quelling of the rebellions and pirate there. His most formal recognition of a job well 
done was his knighthood from Queen Victoria (Reece 2004: 35-39).  
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doubt as he himself had much respect for the dignity of the natives. As mentioned earlier, 
James was born and raised in India, and having been exposed early on to the perspective of 
the natives under colonial rule, he appears more predisposed than most other Englishmen to 
have a soft spot for the welfare of his subjects. Hence, it has often been described that James 
Brooke (and his two successors, Charles and Vyner) had a “personal, very local rule” 
(Wadely 2004: 622)
49
. Indeed, the use of the word „paternal‟ to describe the three successful 
Brooke rulers – as  „fathers‟ of Sarawak and the natives their „sons‟ – is commonplace in the 
academic literature (for examples, see Cleary 1996a: 17 and Ngidang 2005: 47). Amongst 
other things, James Brooke made himself a hands-on ruler who met readily with his subjects 
on a daily basis and he was seen to be fair as he settled disputes without fear or favour. With 
a particular interest in the „natives‟ of Sarawak (i.e. the Dayak), he treated the peaceful ones 
not as an underclass who needed disciplining but as equals who commanded respect (Reece 
2004: 35). To a large extent, when James died in 1868, his chosen successor Charles Brooke 
(his nephew)
50
 took over as the second Rajah and continued to rule with the sensitivity 
associated with his uncle (Naimah 1999: 22).  
 It is under these conditions – that of the rule of a caring, paternalistic James Brooke, 
followed by a similar rule under Charles Brooke – that I will discuss the significance of the 
following images. While it cannot be said that James and Charles‟ favourable attitudes 
toward the Dayak directly resulted in the production of the following images, I must add 
that as absolute monarchs of Sarawak, they both had great influence over the early writers 
who went on to describe and illustrate the Dayak. Both James and Charles hired English 
administrative officers not so much for their educational achievements but for the perceived 
sensitivity that each candidate was thought to have for dealing with the natives. Indeed, 
handpicked officers like Spenser St John (James‟ secretary) and Charles Hose displayed a 
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 This quote was presented as a contrast to the Dutch‟s more impersonal bureaucratically-inclined rule over 
the Iban in western Kalimantan.  
50
 James Brooke did not have a child of his own who could inherit Sarawak. 
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compassion associated with the two Brookes and went on to write significant books on the 
Dayak of Sarawak (Cleary 1996a: 17). James and Charles were also very welcoming of 
European researchers, who would invariably call on the Rajah in Kuching prior to their 
travels in Sarawak
51. Therefore, with the two Brookes‟ hospitality and interests in native 
issues – including ethnology and anthropology – it is conceivable that their outlooks on the 
Dayak did in one way or another rub off onto some of these writers, who in turn described 
and depicted them with equal sensitivity. 
 In  Figure 3.3.13, two portraits of the same man are shown side by side. On the left, 
he is seated in a relaxed manner, judging by the slight slumping of his body. His white 
bangles (shell or tusk?) and large loop earrings identify him as Dayak, even though his pants 
are distinctively of a non-Dayak design. On the right, the same man (?) is sitting with his 
back straighter than before, but his head remains casually tilted. He is wearing a shirt, again 
of a non-Dayak design.  
 
Figure 3.3.13 Untitled (St. John 1863: 5) 
                                                 
51
 Alfred Wallace (1888), the renowned naturalist who is credited to have independently arrived at the theory 
of evolution the same time as Charles Darwin, wrote glowing praises of James Brooke who had looked after 
him in Kuching during his visits.    
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While it appears that all the images of the Iban/Dayak depicted in the figures prior to Figure 
3.3.13 are caricature-like and show people drawn from memory and/or imagination, this 
artwork in Figure 3.3.13 shows a rare realism that is at once fresh and startling. This Dayak 
appears, in my view, to be one of the earliest earnest portraiture/study of a Dayak man, who 
had probably posed for the artist while he sketched
52
. The softness of the details and the 
casualness of his poses imply that he was at ease (rather than scared stiff into posing), but 
more importantly that the artist depicted him more like a „human‟ than a scientific subject or 
figment of imagination. With the author of the book being Spenser St. John
53
 who was 
James Brooke‟s private secretary, there is room to speculate that James‟ benevolence 
towards his native subjects have indeed rubbed off writers like St. John
54
.  
 Similar in style to Figure 3.3.13 is Figure 3.3.14, which shows three Dayak men
55
 
snoozing. The subject matter (i.e. sleep) and their relaxed positions imply some kind of 
childlike innocence. While the presence of weapons – sword, bamboo container (for blow-
darts?) and shield – could allude to the men‟s status as warriors, these objects lie idle and 
seem less like threats and more like the idiosyncratic liking of material culture on the artist‟s 
part. Compared to the fantastical images of demon-like Iban pirates in Figures 3.3.9 to 
3.3.12, we can imagine that the artist was portraying three Dyak men in a peaceful slumber 
to show off their gentler sides. Such photo-realistic portrayals of Dayak people are rare but 
intriguing additions to the early wood engravings discussed above.    
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 As opposed to the previous images where it looked like they were drawn from memory or even completely 
from imagination. 
53
 There is no indication that he had also drawn this picture but as author, he must have at least approved of its 
inclusion, if not its commissioning.  
54
 Similar images of Africans produced by Europeans have been deemed to make the former appear “childlike” 
(which is in opposition to „savage‟) (Pieterse 1995: 88). In the context St. John‟s publication, it would seem 
inappropriate to label the figures in Figures 3.3.13 and 3.3.14 as such as he was likely to have been influenced 
by James Brooke‟s respect for the Dayak as equals. 
55
 While the loincloth, sword and woven rattan objects appear ubiquitously in all Dayak groups, the man in the 
middle sports a sharpened bone-earring pierced through his upper ear in a style which is more commonly 




Figure 3.3.14 Wild people at home (Bock 1882: 72) 
 
According to Beegan (1995), wood engravings began to lose their popularity in the late 
1800s as technology for the printing of photographic images improved. Regarding the 
wood-engraving portrayals of Iban and other Dayak people in publications, I suggested a 
few underlying social/colonial conditions that could have affected how they were portrayed. 
While some may argue that these portrayals were probably influenced by commercial 
reasons and the writers/artists/publishers‟ whims, I reiterate that a nuanced reading of these 
images show that they, as products drawing from and dependent on the underlying cultural 
processes, discourses and ideas from which they sprang, reflect the wider conditions under 
which they appeared. As such, while the reputations of the Iban as maniacal pirates and 
murderous headhunters seem to have resulted in some grossly exaggerated images, the 
Dayak‟s softer, more humane characteristics – possibly an indirect reflection of the 
benevolence of the Brooke government towards the Dayak – have also been highlighted. 
Regardless of what these early images of the Iban depicted, the importance of images in the 
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interactions between coloniser-&-colonised is such that Landau (2002:142) refers to them as 
the “other medium for colonialism‟s representational encounter”, the first being writing. 
 
3.4 The Early Photographic Depictions of Iban People 
As mentioned earlier, photography was probably introduced to Sarawak in 1864 (Moore 
2007: 73). This date is of relative importance, as the influence of James Brooke was 
officially all but over as he had left Sarawak for the last time in September 1863 and passed 
away in England in June 1868. By the time his nephew Charles Brooke had taken over as 
the second Rajah of Sarawak, James had already set the path for the state which he had 
lorded over for almost 30 years. James‟ policy of hiring British officers who were sensitive 
to the natives‟ needs – which was an aspect of statecraft carried on by Charles with more 
gusto as his budget was far greater than his uncle‟s – meant that the newly-introduced 
photography was to forever change the way the Iban were/are seen. Prior to photography, 
the Iban were „described‟ in books more than they were „visually‟ depicted. This meant that 
writers on the Iban took pains to illustrate the Iban‟s culture through meticulous 
descriptions, coupled with less-than-realistic line-drawings, in lieu of any better way of 
transmitting that information. With photography, a whole new „descriptive‟ tool became 
available to the Europeans who were in contact with the Iban. Early camera equipment, 
though bulky, allowed these explorers not only to „pen‟ what they saw, but also effectively 
„capture‟ exactly what they saw (Ryan 1997). In 1888, the mechanical means of mass 
reproduction of photographs were perfected, transforming the singular, and relatively 
inaccessible, photograph into innumerable perfect replicas that appeared in books and 
newspapers in a wave which Landau (2002: 144) terms the “10¢ magazine revolution”, and 
thus visually opening up the empire to an exponentially larger audience than before. It was 
through this explosion of visual information about the empire that made it possible for 
people who had no contact with the Iban to not only read the rich descriptions of their 
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culture but also see the relevant details „confirmed‟ with photographic images right before 
their eyes.   
 Significantly, in my view, the „realness‟ of a photograph would impress upon the 
viewer in a way that words could not; perhaps this is the perfect example to the saying „A 
picture paints a thousand words‟, which specific reference to the meaning which implies that 
„seeing‟ makes „believing‟ easier. While previously readers would have read about and 
viewed less-than-realistic wood engravings of the Iban, they now could „see‟ the Iban in the 
flesh for themselves and have their stereotypes even more entrenched by the „reality‟ that 
appears before their eyes. The ease of which the camera captured images in the field (and 
how they were easily reproduced in publications) also meant that photographs surfaced 
quickly in the public domain as compared to the time of wood engravings (which were 
painstakingly carved by specialists away from the field). All in, the photograph not only 
introduced the Iban to the world outside of Sarawak, but also would have a long-lasting 
impact on how their culture is perceived by the Other. 
 
3.4.1  Photography for Pseudo-science    
According to Said (1978: 123), one of the definitive traits of the mid-Victorian age was the 
“impulse to classify nature and man into types”. Beyond the bipolar definitions of colonised 
natives as violent „savages‟ and as „noble savages‟ with  childlike innocence, the more 
inclined amongst the colonisers entertained a pressing concern: “With the encroachment of 
„civilisation‟, what if these culturally inferior natives die out because they cannot cope with 
the changes?” (Landau 2002: 146 and Ryan 1997: 140). Combined with the more scientific 
(i.e. for that time), but no less discriminatory, concerns of understanding how these dark-
skinned natives came to be so much further down the evolutionary ladder than the 
Europeans, part of the colonisation process involved the study of the colonised. According 
to Cohn (1996), the British in India utilised what he termed “modalities” to map, draw, 
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photograph and collate information about the physical world with the premise that such 
intimate knowledge justified control over colonial subjects, landscape, and flora and fauna. 
Such modalities were applied ubiquitously; regardless of the colonisers, and regardless of 
the lands and peoples they colonised. Throughout the colonies flora and fauna were 
collected and studied, so too were the indigenes through paintings, sketches and drawings. 
 Photography arrived at this important juncture of global change and quickly became 
what Landau (2002: 142) labels “a concrete tool of empire”, specifically for stocktaking-like 
recording of the resources – including human – in the colonies. The effectiveness of the 
camera as a recording tool cannot be overestimated. Hand-drawn or hand-painted images 
took a significantly longer time to execute and also reflected the idiosyncratic interpretations 
of individual artists. Comparatively, the camera not only allowed the quicker capture of 
more images, the life-like quality of photographs also meant that they were deemed to be 
able to elicit only objectivity in their viewers, and therefore cutting out the subjectiveness of 
the artistic license of painters and engravers.  
 Accordingly to global patterns of colonial governance, the earliest photographs of 
the Iban to appear in books seem to be for the purpose of “administrative anthropology”, a 
phrase taken from Eric Gable (2002: 300). To effectively govern the newly colonised 
natives, a colonial administration would first seek to collect information on the various 
tribes and their characteristics. While written accounts were adequate for capturing cultural 
intangibles such as myths and legends, other more subtle differences such as racial 
uniqueness – a concept that was very much in fashion in the 19th century – were much better 
illustrated through physical measurements and photography.  
 At the time when the different physical types of humans were not thought of as 
coming from the same scientific family, the human races were thought of as natural types 
where each race was distinguishable by physical characteristics. While the enlightened 
sciences were concerned about the human races to varying degrees, perhaps none were more 
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preoccupied with them then ethnology and anthropology. According to Ryan (1997: 147) 
“theories of physiognomy, the reading of „character‟ in physical features (particularly of the 
face), and phrenology, the indication of character of the skull, were central to the making 
and reading of character in Victorian literary and visual culture”. It is evident that such 
practices also took place in Sarawak. Figure 3.4.1.1 shows a list of skull measurements – 
length-breadth, length-height and breadth-height – taken from the different „races‟ in 




Figure 3.4.1.1 Table C: Table of indices of 83 crania from Sarawak  




However, I found no widespread practice in Sarawak in this area, unlike in Africa as 
mentioned by Ryan (1997)
56
. While I do not have ready answers for this discrepancy from 
what appears to be the global colonial norm, perhaps the marginal status of Sarawak as a 
pseudo-colonial state and her relative distance from Europe vis-à-vis Africa offer possible 
clues. For a start, I presume that much fewer European explorers ever reached Sarawak as 
compared to those who visited Africa which was much closer to Europe. Also, the race in 
Europe to acquire colonial properties in Africa, which is also much larger in terms of 
population, was vastly dissimilar from the situation in Sarawak. Accordingly, the telltale 
„head-shot‟ photographs – showing full face, left and/or right profiles of the same person – 
in places where physiognomy was widespread were also rare in Sarawak. Figure 3.4.1.2 
shows two such photographs. 
 
 
Figure 3.4.1.2 A Sea Dayak or Iban and Profile of Sea Dayak of Plate 16  
(Hose 1912: vol. 1, 28-29) 
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 King and Wilder (2003:46) do note that publications on ethnographic classifications in the Malay Peninsula 
and Borneo are “numerous”. However, I would like to emphasise that such publications focus more on 
„written‟ descriptions and less on photography as supporting evidence for the written observations on „race‟.    
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Typically, such images look like passport photographs where the person‟s ornamentation 
and context are kept to a bare minimum to allow the physical features to be clearly 
displayed for inspection. Because such photographs literally „display‟ the subjects for 
scientific scrutiny, the photographed were usually emotionless, as if they were instructed as 
such, or that they were genuinely frightened of the unfamiliar photographic equipment as 
was reported in some parts of Africa (Ryan 1997: 143). However, figure 3.4.1.3 appears to 
be an anomalous photograph in this aspect. While it clearly shows facial features of an Iban 
man – including his betel-stained teeth? – and his wide sincere smile, he seems almost as if 
he was completely comfortable with the photographic process and perhaps even familiar 









My speculation is that perhaps the friendly photographer had requested a particularly jovial 
Iban to show his betel-stained teeth for the camera? Whatever the case may be, our 
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 This photograph is remarkably similar to the one of „Luke-The Baboon Boy‟ shown in page 42 of Jan 
Neederveen Pieterse‟s book “White on Black”. Luke, photographed with a similar carefree teeth-baring smile, 
was allegedly raised by baboons until he was rescued and retrained as a farmhand.     
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interpretation of his smile as a sign of friendliness was likely to have been read very 
differently in 1902 when the book in which the photograph was published. Such a smile 
could just as easily serve to reinforce a viewer‟s perception that the noble savages displayed 
a childlike innocence harking to a lack of cultural sophistication that was then popularly 
linked to colonised natives (Pieterse 1995: 97-101). Then, a photograph of a friendly native 
could be interpreted as a sign that such carefree people were indeed incapable of taking care 
of themselves without colonial oversight. 
 From the standpoint of modern photographic analysis, these portrait photographs of 
the early Iban present a conundrum. According to Kress and Leeuwen (1996: 90, 122), 
portraits of individuals who „maintain‟ direct eye-contact with the viewer allows one to 
directly relate with the other. Such a „closeness‟ between the viewer and subject is further 
compounded by the “close-up” to “medium close-up”  shots (Kress and Leeuwen 1996: 
130) shown in Figures 3.4.1.2 and 3.4.1.3, which indicate again a “close personal distance”, 
and relationship, between the two. However, I argue that the photographs in question do 
anything but allow the viewer to have a close relationship with the Iban subjects. An 
important aspect in the photographs is missing to allow for the abovementioned closeness. 
While the close-up shots of the Iban do indicate a “close personal distance” between the 
viewer and the viewed – albeit to facilitate scrutiny of physical characteristics – the 
anonymity if the Iban, who remain unnamed and thus unacknowledged by the 
photographers and authors, imply a gulf between „seeing‟ the native and „knowing‟ him. I 
will elaborate later in this chapter on how such early photographs of nameless Iban 
contribute to our understating of the complex relations between the Iban and non-Iban prior 
to World War 2.               
 Another type of photograph popular for administrative anthropology was concerned 
with anthropometry, or the “measurement of the living human body, usually whole, with a 
view to determining its average dimensions at different ages and in different races and 
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classes” (Ryan 1997: 149). Specifically, a single subject appears standing in such 
photographs, with a backdrop of visible grids of a known measurement so that viewers are 
able to estimate bodily dimensions if desired. Again, while such photographs were popular 
in Africa and even non-colonies like China (Ryan 1997), I have not found any examples for 
Sarawak. Perhaps, again, the relative distance and size of Sarawak to those places 
mentioned were determining factors for the lack of such photographs. However, this is not 
to say that full-body shots of Iban were rare.  
 
3.4.2  Early Photographs and Iban Material Culture 
On the contrary, such photographs (i.e. full-body shots) constitute the majority of pre-World 
War 2 images of the Iban people, albeit not for anthropometrical purposes. I suggest that 
while there was interest in the establishment of racial typologies of the Dayak in Sarawak 
through photography, this concern appears to be overridden by a more pressing concern; one 
of photographing the tangible cultural aspects, material culture in particular, of the Dayak. 
Speaking generally about the situation in Africa (see Pieterse 1995: 81), the prevailing 
image that Europe had of the cultures in the colonies with regard to material culture was that 
the latter were technologically backward. Such an outlook fitted into the hegemonic notion 
that non-European cultures, including their objects, were lower on the evolutionary ladder. 
To better understand how the study of material culture influenced the early photographs 
featuring the Iban people, I will discuss two authors in particular: Henry Ling Roth and 
Charles Hose. 
 Roth‟s The natives of Sarawak and British North Borneo, originally published in 
1896, is a heavyweight in more ways than one. First, this publication is available in two 
richly illustrated volumes adding up to a total of almost 1000 pages. Second, perhaps there 
are more details about the Dayak in these two volumes than any other publication of this 
period. Rather than being the „author‟, Roth (1968:xi-xii), in his own words, was more the 
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editor, since the book was written from the notes gathered by Hugh Low, an officer who 
worked for the Brooke administration for about 18 years, starting in the early 1870s. 
Scattered throughout the two volumes are aspects of Iban culture with generous line-
illustrations and some photographs. In particular, the chapters on Dayak architecture, 
weaving and weapons are where Iban material culture features prominently. However, it 
appears that it was the relatively more „technologically complex‟ objects – such as 
impressive architectural elements that required not only skill but manpower to build – that 
received more attention, while other „technologically simpler‟ objects – such as 
















Figure 3.4.2.3  A Rejang river Dyak house (Roth 1896: vol. 2, v) 
 
Roth‟s occupation as a curator58 shows clearly through his selection of photographs used in 
his book. Curators are, first and foremost, concerned with material culture, and this bias is 
apparent in the 11 photos in Roth‟s book that feature the Iban. The three examples here, 
Figures 3.4.2.1 to 3.4.2.3, show clearly Roth‟s intentions of using the chosen photographs of 
the Iban not so much for the display of racial characteristics but that of material culture. In 
Figure 3.4.2.1, the seven women featured are all wearing the rawai, which is a circular 
rattan accessory for the upper torso popular with Iban women. The title of the photograph 
indicates clearly Roth‟s intention of including this photograph. Perhaps Roth was trying to 
draw attention to the similarities between the rawai and the Victorian corset, which was 
very popular at the time of the publication? In Figure 3.4.2.2, the three Iban men are shown 
standing in classic poses associated with typical anthropometrical photographs. However, 
anthropometrical photographs show the different sides of the same subject, which leads me 
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 He was a curator at the Bankfield Museum, Halifax in England (King and Wilder 2005: 46). 
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to speculate that Figure 3.4.2.2 was posed to showoff their loincloths more than anything 
else; in this aspect, Roth‟s subtitle indeed specifically draws our attention to the rightmost 
man‟s leopard-skin mat. I venture to guess that Roth included this photograph to highlight 
the unique animal or rattan skin that was attached to a man‟s waist that served as a mat 
whenever he sat. With Figure 3.4.2.3, which was posed as if to show an entire family‟s 
material possessions displayed in front of their home complete with subtitles describing the 
objects, I think that there is little doubt that Roth‟s intention with his publication, at least 
regarding the photographs, was to highlight the material culture of the Dayak of Borneo. At 
what was likely to be a costly two volumes for the buyer, the book, which had gone through 
a few reprints, indicates the fascination of the English-reading world with material culture of 
the colonies which were so distinct from their own. Such photographs, I argue, do more than 
just satisfy curiosities, as they do show clearly the technological gap between those who 
were „civilised‟ and those who were not. Such curiosity is no better demonstrated than by 
Roth himself, who had never visited Borneo prior to his book being published (King and 
Wilder 2005: 46)! 
 Charles Hose was an Englishman who came to Sarawak in 1884 to work for Charles 
Brookes, the second Rajah. Together with William McDougall – another Englishman, and 
anthropologist, who was only „nominally‟ co-author of the book – Hose‟s book The pagan 
tribes of Borneo is today credited to be “unrivalled in Bornean studies” (Durrans 1993: vii). 
Typical of many Englishmen in Sarawak at that time, Hose was well-exposed to the „New 
Imperialism‟ they experienced back home in Victorian England (Hoberman 2003: 467).59 
Amongst other things, Hoberman (2003) noted that there were only 12 public museums in 
Britain in 1800 but this number had grown astronomically to more than 500 by 1928. It was 
this appetite for exotic objects – both of natural and human origins – that Iban material 
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 This was brought about in relation to the continual expansion of the British Empire. For parallels from the 
same general period in different parts of the world, see Coombes (1994), and Barringer and Flynn (1998). 
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culture were first observed, recorded, studied, collected and eventually published to feed the 
corresponding hunger in England for information on exotic cultures.
60
 
 Durrans‟ (1993: xxvi) assertion that Hose‟s The pagan tribes of Borneo was “a 
product of an anthropological milieu sandwiched between waning evolutionist and waxing 
functionalist paradigms” is a shrewd observation that can be applied to publications of 
dating to the late 1800s and early 1900s – most coming out of Victorian England – that have 
Iban material culture as part of its contents. Briefly, the Eurocentric evolutionists of that 
time were typically interested in using „primitive‟ cultures in emphasising the superiority of 
their own
61
. On the other hand, the functionalist paradigm was one where details of a culture 
were important as all elements of a culture are deemed functional and necessary to fulfill the 
needs of the people in that culture. In was in this setting that the early writings on Iban 
material culture were made: The authors were usually fascinated by the bizarre elements in 
exotic cultures due to their own inherent Eurocentrism, but they were also interested to 
apply scientific rigor to their observations so as to better understand these cultures.
62
  
 Material culture had an interesting place in the situation discussed above. Victorian 
England and other industrialising European countries (and to an extent America) deemed 
themselves to be on the top of the cultural evolutionary ladder as they were technically and 
socially more advanced than any other country in the world (Buchli 2002:5). Therefore, by 
studying the material culture of other cultures – in particular, looking for differences in 
technological advancements between the observer and the observed – it was possible for 
Europeans to judge how far advanced they themselves were vis-à-vis lesser developed or 
even „primitive‟ cultures. This view that all cultures around the globe were on the same 
unilineal scale of development posited European supremacy and naturally gave legitimacy 
to European imperial dominance around the world. 
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 See Buchli 2002 for discussion on material culture in Victorian England, and see Hoberman 2003 for 
discussion on exotic cultures in Victorian literature. 
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 For a summary of evolutionism in Southeast Asia, see King and Wilder (2003:49-52). 
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 For an interesting parallel, see Corbey (2000) for a discussion on European museums, collectors, dealers etc 





Figure 3.4.2.4  Youthful Sea Dayaks in gala dress  




Figure 3.4.2.5  Sea-Dayak woman wearing coat and petticoat  





Figure 3.4.2.6  Iban woman weaving  
(Hose and McDougall 1912: vol.1, 222) 
 
Hose and McDougalls‟ book The pagan tribes of Borneo (1912) contains several chapters 
that discuss several aspects of the lives of the Dayak, including the Iban “Social system”, 
“Agriculture”, “Ideas of spiritual existences and the practices arising from them”. While 
objects of material culture are featured in these chapters in the course of describing different 
types of activities, three chapters – “Material conditions of the pagan tribes of Borneo”, 
“Handicrafts” and “Decorative arts” are devoted to material culture.  
 Accordingly, the photographs selected for publication also show clearly the bias 
towards material culture based on the subject matter and captions of the photographs. The 
captions of Figures 3.4.2.4 and 3.4.2.5 both specifically draw attention to the clothing of the 
Iban photographed. Both these photographs were posed as if to best show off the said 
clothing. Figure 3.4.2.6‟s caption points specifically to an activity (i.e. weaving) but the 
composition of the photograph was most likely done to allow the viewer to comprehend the 
simplicity of the backstrap loom. The women was also likely to have worn the rawai 
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ornament around her torso on request, as the Iban women I interviewed told me that it was 
seldom worn (except only during festivals) and most unlikely to have been worn while 
weaving as it would have been uncomfortable.  
 All things considered, some of the early photographs featuring the Iban, as shown 
through Roth, and Hose and McDougalls‟ selections, do appear to be concerned with 
allowing the viewers to see easily (and thus compare) the material culture of the Iban. As 
mentioned, the Victorian perception that „non-civilised‟ peoples were subhuman also led to 
the emphasis on their technologically simple material culture as proof.  
 
3.4.3  Photographing the Iban’s Propensity for Violence  
In Victorian England, the reputation of the „violent‟ Iban preceded him because of the 
various fictional and non-fictional writings about their warfare and, in particular, 
headhunting. While only a handful of Europeans would have ever had direct contact with 
the Iban and their culture during the Brookes‟ reigns, many more would have had access to 
the Iban, and their violent nature, through the numerous volumes of written works on their 
culture. Indeed, the introduction of the Iban people to a European audience can be said to 
have originated from Dayak violence; James Brooke was first drawn to Sarawak to quell 
Dayak violence, and it was his success in this area that made him the first Rajah. This 
scenario appears to be a common one in the past, as the “ignoble savage of colonialism was 
first of all a warrior”, where violent natives provided the impetus for European intervention 
(Pieterse 1995: 79-80).  
 As such, it would not be surprising that „violence‟ is a common theme found 
amongst the early photographs of the Iban. The most common characteristics of these 
photographs feature Iban men in „war dress‟, complete with headdress and weapons such as 
spears and shields. In Figure 3.4.3.1, five men stand with the spears poised menacingly to 





Figure 3.4.3.1 Five Dyaks in war dress with spears and shields  
(Gomes 1911: 74)  
 
In figure 3.4.3.2, the juxtaposition of the Iban man in battle position and a collection of 
human heads (with gory facial features clearly evident) make a clear link between the 












Figure 3.4.3.4 Iban war-party in the jungle (Hose and McDougall 1912: vol. 1, 174) 
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Figures 3.4.3.3 and 3.4.3.4 take violent photographs to another level of depiction. While the 
two previous photographs only have a posed quality that implies that the acts of violence 
were staged and therefore not imminent, the latter two photographs attempt to recreate 
violence in-situ. In Figure 3.4.3.3, the rightmost warrior is holding the hair of the slain Iban 
on the ground prior to the act of severing his head as trophy. The victorious Iban‟s 
headdress and shield are scattered on the battlefield, as if to simulate the reality of war. 
However, this hyper-real photographed is posed, as confirmed by the caption. Perhaps 
Figure 3.4.3.4 presents us with the most realistic „war‟ photograph thus far. Dozens of Iban 
men all armed to the teeth sit haphazardly on a hillside surrounded by lush vegetation. 
While this photograph again is posed, the „wild‟ setting appears to be an opportunistic 
location rather than a carefully selected one. I find the fact that these armed men are hardly 
visible as they sit well-camouflaged among the foliage especially disturbing. I note that 
while photographs of Iban men on the verge of violence to be common, I have however not 
seen any photographs taken during actual skirmishes. While is it unclear if this is due to the 
bad timing of the European photographers or if they had purposely avoided such battles to 
literally save their own heads, I feel that such photographs graphically allude to the Iban‟s 
propensity to violence – these macarbre acts not only fired the imaginations of readers in 
relatively staid Victorian England but they also certainly guaranteed good sales for the 
publications – and have a long-lasting effect on the perceptions of Iban culture, which I will 
elucidate in a later chapter.        
 I would now like to make a counterpoint; not all photographs of Iban men depict 
them in a bloodthirsty manner. Figures 3.4.3.5 and 3.4.3.6 show two fully armed Iban 
warriors – one even holding severed human heads – photographed in what would appear to 








Figure 3.4.3.6 Sea-Dyak chief, with heads (Hose 1926: 48) 
 
Dressed in their best, these two men are standing still in non-threatening poses, and look 
pensive while waiting for the photographer to finish his work. I argue that such sympathetic 
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depictions of what was a culture who was inclined to bloodiness are not anomalies but are 
understandable through the Iban‟s unique position in the Brookes‟ governments. The 
following case study shows the Iban as active players in the colonial affairs in Borneo who 
were not only able to cope with the British and the Dutch but also to assert their cultural 
identity with the two colonial powers.  
 The Iban population in focus here was that near the western frontier of the British-
and Dutch-controlled area of Borneo. Though separated by a border, the Iban had little 
regard for its restrictions on controlled cross-border movements. Centuries of ties amongst 
the Iban communities on either side of the border meant that they regularly crossed over to 
meet kin, headhunt etc. This defiance frustrated both the British and Dutch, especially so 
since the mobile Iban exploited the lax border to avoid paying taxes and even become 
fugitives from the law (Wadley 1990:624). The Iban‟s wavering allegiance to the British, 
Dutch and the coastal Malay rulers was also problematic. To their convenience, the Iban 
would side with any party as mercenaries. But instead of helping an ally, the Iban saw their 
assistance to any group as a legitimate way to go on headhunting rampages for their own 
benefit. The Dutch were particularly alarmed by this none too altruistic reason for the Iban 
to serve so enthusiastically as their mercenaries (Wadley 2001:63).  
 The largest punitive expedition ever assembled by either the British or the Dutch 
took place in March 1886, now know as the Kedang Expedition (Wadley 2001:634). 
Charles Brooke, successor to James, assembled 12,000 Iban men to terrorise rebel Iban 
groups in Dutch territory. The rebels had been crossing the border to wreck havoc on the 
Iban in British territory, and therefore Brooke‟s expedition was one of vengefulness. In all, 
the expedition burnt 41 longhouses in Dutch territory and killed 16. Even though the Dutch 
had reason to retaliate, they were held in check partly for their own inability to control the 
unlawful actions of their own Iban communities. The point to note is that Charles Brooke 
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had to condone the marauding actions of his Iban mercenaries or they would probably not 
have been persuaded to join him. 
 It is understandable that this very same warrior-like quality of the Iban would also 
surface occasionally to cause problems for the Brooke administration. During the reign of 
the third Rajah Vyner, the government had wanted to strictly enforce tax collection in 
response to the global economic depression in the late 1920s (Naimah 1999: 71). The more 
vocal Iban who opposed the taxes led rebellions in the interior, such as Penghulu Asun from 
Kanowit.The norm was to send Iban-staffed expeditions to quell these rebellions, but even 
the government began to realise that these expeditions only made things worse. In 1935, the 
government‟s Blue Report recommended that instead of having a fort-mentality that 
distanced the rural Iban from the central administration in Kuching, the government would 
instead establish physical presence in these rural areas by building permanent stations. The 
Report had in effect forced the government‟s hand in becoming more attentive and sensitive 
to the needs of all Iban in Sarawak, no matter how far they were from Kuching (Naimah 
1999: 1972).  
 In short, the above case study shows that the Iban were not passive victims on the 
stage of colonialism directed by the Dutch and the British. Indeed, I argue that the Iban had 
a much larger part to play in the effectiveness of British control in Sarawak than most 
publications care to acknowledge. I will go as far as to assert that with only a few dozen 
British officers in Sarawak any one time, their tasks of administration – especially with 
policing and defense – would have been impossible without the help of these mercernary 
Iban. As such, while the photograph of the violent Iban is to be expected, the sympathetic 
portrayals of the Iban who were warriors indispensable to the early security of Sarawak are 
then justifiably not unusual. Up till today, the Iban, according to my sources, are still valued 
members of the Malaysian police and armed forces who serve not only in Sarawak but all 
over the country. 
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3.5 Chapter Summary 
Images printed from wood-engravings on the Sarawak environment and Iban people 
appeared by the 1840s, a few years after James Brooke was made Rajah. One of the themes 
featured in these images is that of natural fecundity. The flora and natural environment of 
Sarawak were depicted to be at once untamed and dangerous, and unexplored and full of 
economic potential. Perhaps these early images of visual colonisation were meant to entice 
investors to tap Sarawak‟s seemingly untouched potentials in agriculture and mining, thus 
injecting much-needed cash into James Brooke‟s fledgling state. From these early images, 
we also see that the Dayak are depicted, but as minute, almost non-existent occupants of the 
lush landscape. These figures appear not to practice agriculture and live as one with the 
environment, which perhaps point to them as noble savages who are as „natural‟ as the 
environment they live in. This visual primitivism is commonplace amongst the newly 
observed natives the world over. 
 On closer inspection, many of these early images of the so-called noble Dayak of 
Sarawak are perhaps a bit more complicated than that. Some images that appear to show 
idyllic scenes of Dayak and/or Iban going about their mundane chores seem to be tinged 
with allusions to violence. Some stand casually while their hands are firmly gripping their 
weapons, while others appear armed even when dancing. I argue that the early violent 
oppression of the problematic natives of Sarawak by James Brooke necessitated this image 
of the violent Iban. „Modern‟ Sarawak was born out of violence – through her being ceded 
to James Brooke in exchange for his assistance in quelling unrest amongst the natives – and 
hence this appears to have been reflected in some of these images. Such images, especially 
those appearing in Victorian pulp fiction, I argue, firmly established the early and enduring 
stereotype of the Iban that is prone to violence. As a counterpoint, I also note that the 
benevolence of the three successive Brooke Rajahs could be used to explain some 
particularly sensitive depictions of the Dayak, which are however rare.       
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 When photography was introduced to Sarawak, it quickly became a concrete tool for 
running the empire. One area of colonial management that particularly benefited from 
photography was administrative anthropology; the study of racial characteristics through 
images of the face and body of native subjects. While such photographs do exist for the 
Iban, I find that they are relatively rare, when compared to the prevalence of such 
photographs from other colonies such as in Africa. However, the significant works and 
photographs from some Brooke administrators such as Hose and other Sarawak-philes like 
Roth, do show that such photographs of the Iban were taken not so much for anthropology 
but more for highlighting their material culture. While these photographs of exotic Iban 
objects do reflect curiosity, they also could have served to firmly entrench the notion that 
the Iban were indeed technologically deficient when compared to the industrialising 
Victorians, and thereby justifying their „saving‟ by colonisation.  
 Another common theme of the early Iban photographs was one of violence. In these, 
Iban men were depicted to be in mock battle or at least armed for battle. Such prevalent 
images are however easily explained if we considered the unique positions of the Iban 
within the Brooke administration. While the Brookes had wanted the quell headhunting and 
fighting amongst the Dayak, they also had to rely on the fiercest of the Dayak (i.e. mainly 
the Iban) to staff their rag-tag mercenary police/armed forces so that they could be used to 
control other wayward Dayak groups.  
 In conclusion, if images provide a „fix-ness‟ that seems to freeze what the eye only 
can see fleetingly, such images can also reflect the cultural backgrounds of the wood-
engraver, painter or photographer. Looking at the early wood-engravings and photographs 
featuring the Iban, I conclude that there exist two main themes that are still prevalent and 
significant today. One, the Iban, usually male, is more often than not depicted either to be 
involved in acts of violence, or with the propensity to resort to violence if necessary. I argue 
that this link between Iban and violence is necessitated by the unique position of the Iban 
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people in Sarawak; they were at once instigators of violence against the State, and also used 
by the State as mercenaries to put down other hostile natives. Two, as was the norm during 
the days of early photography (Ryan 1997), the visual depictions of the Iban were similarly 
“deindividualised and nameless” (Landau 2002: 151), which reflected the hegemony under 
which they lived. Not only do these images capture the Iban in two-dimensional form 
thereby trapping them in a frozen moment for our close-up inspections, they not only appear 
mute before us but also unknowable and completely distanced from us. But as a tool of 
colonial conquest, such images served a vital role: To allow the myriad of colonisers who 
were confined to their homes to get the “„colonial feeling‟ without leaving the metropolis” 
(Pieterse 1995: 97), and in doing so achieve not only a sense of superiority over the 
colonised but also the duty to „save‟ them from savagery. Since “[p]hotography affected the 
practices and institution that composed empires because of its imagery” (Landau 2002: 
149), Landau eloquently summarized about the cycle of effects that such imagery have for 
Africa and its people: 
Despite the forward march of scholarship on Africa from the 1930s on,  
the Western public today is by and large left with decontextualised vision-bites of 
the continent and its peoples… They reproduce themselves over and over 
again…before returning in fresher forums. The release and subsequent recollection 
of visual tropes replenish the tableau in an unending spectacular cycle of images 
already partially familiar to Western viewers (2002: 4-5). 
 
I argue that the situation is similar for the imagery of Iban people, albeit on a smaller scale 
when compared to the vastness of Africa and the extent of African studies. Starting from the 
mid-1800s, the images of Iban people have already begun to fix them visually, so much so 
that today, the visual tropes of the Iban that had been established more then a hundred years 
ago are also replenished in “an unending spectacular cycle of images already partially 
familiar” to both Iban and non-Iban viewers. It is on this note that I examine in the 





Chapter 4  End of Colonialism; Beginning of Independence 
 
 
Figure 4.1 The Punans and The Tuans (Ford et al 1938: 44) 
 
Figure 4.1 shows a scan of two photographs taken from page 44 of the book Borneo jungle: 
An account of the Oxford expedition to Sarawak written by Ford et al and published in 
119 
 
1938. The photograph on the top is titled „The Punans‟ and shows five unnamed Punan (a 
Dayak subgroup) standing parallel with the camera‟s line of sight. All are simply clothed in 
western-styled pants and shirt, or in non-self-woven sarong
63
, while the females are 
prominently topless. Both the Punan man and woman would have normally worn only a 
simple loincloth and therefore this set-up seems to shift away from that traditional clothing 
to something more contemporary, even though this in itself is not extraordinary as 
traditional Dayak clothing was quickly replaced with more durable market fabrics once 
these were traded in Sarawak. All five stand casually in a straight line with the arms hanging 
relaxed by their sides, but their expressions seem as if they are a little uncomfortable posing 
for the camera, which was likely to be a relatively new technology to them. Note that they 
are standing in a jungle-clearing with lush vegetation visible in the background. From the 
visual representation standpoint, this photograph featuring Dayak appears to be a run-of-the-
mill kind which was typical for early 20
th
 century Sarawak as discussed in the previous 
chapter.  
 The photograph appearing below that is titled „The Tuans‟, which cleverly rhymes 
with „The Punans‟. Tuan is a Malay word of deference loosely translated to mean „sir‟ and 
in this photograph refers to the eight young men posing for the camera. These eight named 
individuals are in fact English lads who took part in the Oxford University Sarawak 
Expedition from June 1932 to January 1933 to “make a detailed scientific survey – 
geographical, zoological, and botanical – in the Dulit area of central Sarawak” (Harrison 
1933: 385, who also co-authored the book). In this autobiographical photograph, all eight 
are dressed differently in dapper clothes of the day and each posed casually in their own 
idiosyncratic way. Combined with dissimilar facial expressions, the eight gentlemen appear 
to be projecting their unique characteristics for the lens. All things considered, this 
photograph seems unremarkable for young Oxford-educated Englishmen of the 1930s.  
                                                 
63
 The Punan are not known to have woven cloth with plaid designs. Those in the photograph were likely to 
have been woven by Malay or Indonesian weavers.  
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 While analysing „The Punans‟ and „The Tuans‟ separately show that there is nothing 
outstanding in each photograph as they reflect the norms of the day, it is the juxtaposition of 
these two images on the same page that I find intriguing. Visually, the photographs are 
arranged, and the subjects posed, in such a way that immediately invites comparisons. In 
doing so, binary opposites are apparent: 1) Partially clothed versus fully clothed, 2) simply 
clothed versus fashionably clothed, 3) in a „wild‟ setting versus in an urban setting, 4) 
deindividualised (due to uniform poses and being nameless) versus individualised (due to 
unique poses and being named). In general, the juxtaposition of the two photographs 
naturally invites us to conclude that the Punans appear uncivilised and powerless while the 
Oxford researchers are civilised and powerful. Such a visual technique – posing clothed 
westerners together unclothed/semi-clothed native to emphasise differences in power – was 
already in use during the Victorian era (Levine 2008: 198). Figure 4.1, however, which was 
published in 1938, appears to be the first such case for Sarawak.  
 Still, back to the point I made previously, these two photographs analysed separately 
appear to be the norm for the 1930s in Sarawak. However, as a point of departure, I want to 
emphasise a subtle shift in meanings I read from the positioning of these two images, which 
I propose serve as one of the turning points in the photography of Dayak subjects. Not only 
is this one of the first instances I have found where photographs of Dayak and white 
colonisers appear on the same page so as to invite direct comparisons, I note that the 
positioning of photographs is a significant first too. „The Punans‟ appear on top of „The 
Tuans‟; visually this gives the viewer the impression that what is on top is necessarily 
superior or more important. Even though the Punans are „made‟ to appear uncivilised and 
therefore lower on the ladder of social evolution than the Tuans, the formers‟ placement 
above the latter invites us to contemplate who is really „civilised/ uncivilised‟? I argue that 
even though these two photographs do not directly involve the Iban, their fascinating 
arrangement on the same page symbolise a subtle change from how the Dayak people of 
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Sarawak (including the Iban) were visually represented prior to the 1930s. Prior to the 
1930s, the Dayak were generally treated like they were in need of colonial oversight, and 
their visual representations reflected this. However, starting from the 1930s, there appears to 
be a shift towards the humanising of the Dayak figure from someone who was nothing more 
than a scientific curiosity or savage in need of help to an individual who was more complex 
than previously thought. What could have prompted this slight shift in attitude? 
 Perhaps events in Europe in the 1930s can give us some clues as to the subtle 
changing attitudes regarding the Dayak in Sarawak as suggested by the example above. 
According to Hodier (2002: 238), the depictions of Africa in French anthropology remained 
largely unchanged from the 1880s to the 1930s (i.e. the depictions of the colonised were 
paternalistic at best, which was the case the world over). She argues that from the 1930s 
onward, even though the general public was still largely ignorant of the fallacies of „racial‟ 
differences, the practitioners of anthropology as a whole were starting to reconsider the way 
that „primitive‟ cultures were being perceived. In 1931, the organisers of the first 
international conference on colonial history in France had proclaimed “[w]e can no longer 
uphold the distinction between superior and inferior races” (quoted in Hodeir 2002: 240). 
Later in 1931, the commissioner of the Paris 1931 Colonial Exhibition
64
 Marshal Louis 
Lyautey similarly said “[w]e must begin to understand that we are dealing with races that 
are not inferior, but different, left back by a civilisation deficit” (quoted in Hodeir 2002: 
240). Such enlightenment was not only confined to anthropology. In artistic circles, 
„untamed‟, „wild‟ cultures were significantly influencing art styles, spawning a new art 
movement known as primitivism where the qualities of „primitive‟ cultures were deemed 
superior to contemporary ones. With primitivism becoming a badge of honour rather than a 
derogatory state of being, the “western evaluation of the savage had come full circle” 
(Pieterse 1995: 39), referring to the prevailing sentiments in the 1930s. It is in this context, I 
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 Such exhibitions were held by colonial powers to showcase the peoples, cultures and products from their 
colonies. These shows were partly for profit, partly to announce to the world of their successes in conquests.  
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argue, that the Dayak in Sarawak were also becoming more favourably regarded, and this 
attitude had permeated to the ways in which they were photographed, as seen in Figure 4.1. 
However, I will argue in a later section that while there were signs that the Dayak were 
better treated starting from the 1930s, the improvements were subtle as there continued to be 
instances that the Iban were treated in a deprecating fashion specifically in the area of 
photography. 
 
4.1 Sex and the Iban 
In the 19
th
 century, the British Empire was very much a male-dominated enterprise (Levine 
2008: 200). It was mostly western men who ventured into the colonies to administer affairs, 
to study the natives, to survey the bounties of the land etc. Even back home in England, the 
administrators of the Empire – the wealthy merchants who traded in goods to and from the 
Empire, the armchair anthropologists and those training for a colonial posting – were almost 
exclusively men. This essentially male-oriented enterprise, paralleled by what was 
effectively a male gaze, on the Empire is particularly evident in the photography of the 
colonised peoples. 
 Even prior to the advent of photography, the image of the non-western native-Other 
conjured up in written accounts was one of hyper-sexuality. By this I mean that the Other 
was not simply deemed to be sexually available but that they were inherently over-sexed. 
The framing of the Other as a being with loose sexual morals was justified as such actions 
were considered appropriate for cultures in primitive stages of evolution. Indeed, African 
women were deemed so lustful during the early colonial period that it was thought that they 
would willingly have sex with apes just so that they can quench their carnal thirsts (Mirzoeff 
1999: 180). In agreement, Levine (2008: 193) generalises that the thought of the day was 
that “[t]o be native was to be monstrously and overly sexual”. This attitude towards the 
Other was in direct contrast to that of the westerner, who was seen to be culturally and 
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physically sophisticated enough to be in full control of his/her bestial sexual appetite 
(Pieterse 1995: 172). However, the paradox is glaring: While making the Other taboo due to 
his/her wanton sexual behaviour, it was exactly this position of the sexualised Other that 
titillated the western (male) gaze. The sexualisation of the female Other by the British 
Empire was understandable not only because of the predominantly male hegemonic gaze but 
also that the Victorian era
65
 was the period of most overt racism towards the non-western 
world and also the most sexually repressed period of the western-Self. In late 19
th
 century 
England, even though English sexuality was mostly under wraps, photographs of topless 
women (mostly natives from the colonies) – in postcards, books etc. – were ironically freely 
circulating amongst the repressed men who were seeking outlets for their sexual frustrations 
(Levine 2008: 198). At that time, these otherwise titillating images were deemed to be 
respectable enough for those who want to learn about the Empire (i.e. the British) and were 
not treated as pornography.  
 It was under the assertion that sex is the most conspicuous trait of the Other (Gilman 
1985, quoted in Pieterse 1995: 174) that men of the Empire went forth with their cameras to 
penetrate the darkest crevices of their newly acquired domains. Cameras were not only 
pointed at exotic flora, fauna and landscapes that were new to the western audience, they 
also captured images of the natives, some of whom were studied as scientific curiosities (as 
discussed in the previous chapter) while others were framed as the erotic Other (and 
sometimes these two intentions were hard to be separated). In the name of acquiring 
knowledge of a new colony, and under the male-centric western gaze, native women 
naturally became subjects of a genre of photography that “served overlapping categories of 
art, ethnography and pornography” (Ryan 1997: 145). Western women during the sexually 
repressive Victorian age were deemed to be sexually unavailable and/or uneroctic. 
Therefore the photographs of nude or semi-nude native women shot in the name of science 
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 This ear lasted from 1837 to 1901, so named for the reign of Queen Victoria of England (and the Empire). 
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and exploration served unsurprisingly also to stoke the fantasies of the repressed western 
male who was shackled by the “constraints of bourgeois monogamy” (Maxwell 1999: 87).    
 With that in mind, I now move to the Iban women who appear in the early visual 
representations from Sarawak. Even prior to the introduction of photography to Sarawak, 
wood-engraving images were already circulating in the western press. Predictably, images 










Figure 4.1.2 The belle of Long-wai (Bock 1882: 208) 
 
Figures 4.1.1 and 4.1.2 are perhaps some of the earliest portraits of non-Iban Dayak women. 
They are shown topless and in profile. According to Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 66), a 
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portrayed subject who trains his/her gaze to something beyond the boundaries of the 
photographs or painting appears withdrawn from both the surroundings and the viewer. In 
this case, the viewer can either see them as being aloof or empathise with them. With these 
two women‟s breasts prominently displayed, I suggest that the artist/s portrayed them this 
way to make them mysterious and therefore even more sexually desirable because they 
seem aloof and therefore unattainable. To be fair, these images were first and foremost 
anthropological in outlook; the women were drawn in such a way for anthropological 
information (such as facial features and material culture) to be clear to the viewers. 
However, there is no mistaking that these images, under the conditions of the Victorian era, 





Figure 4.1.3 A Sea Dyak belle (Hornaday 1896: 461) 
 
While Figures 4.1.1 and 4.1.2 do show women in a state of undress, the technique in which 
they were executed do render them less than lifelike, and thus lessening their allure as „real‟ 
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sexual objects. Figure 4.1.3, however, shows a printing process from the transition from 
wood-engravings to photographs, with a much more realistic depiction of an Iban female. 
The caption reads „From a photograph‟, implying that the image was copied after an actual 
print of an actual person. The lifelike depictions of facial and physical features here serve as 
a precursor to what photography of Iban women could invoke in the men who consumed 
such images.  
 In 1896, the National Geographic magazine featured its first topless female (Levine 
2008: 192) and this year also marked the earliest appearance of photographic images in 
books featuring bare-breasted Iban females. Figure 3.4.2.1 in chapter three shows seven 
Iban females, of which the bare breasts of two are visible. However, as mentioned in that 
chapter, Roth‟s purpose of using that photograph appears to be skewed towards the 
highlighting of material culture and not nudity. Therefore Figure 3.4.2.1 does not appear to 






Figure 4.1.4 Sea Dyak woman and Sea Dyak woman (Roth 1896: vol. 1, 6-7) 
 




Figure 4.1.6 Three Dyak girls dressed in their finery to attend a feast  









Figure 4.1.8 Iban women dancing with the heads of enemies at a festival  
(Hose 1926: 145) 
 
Figures 4.1.4 to and 4.1.8 are from publications spanning 30 years starting from the first 
depictions of topless Iban females. While these five photographs do show Iban females with 
their breasts more clearly displayed than in Figure 3.4.2.1, again they display a strong 
material culture bias as suggested by the wordy descriptive captions and/or the stiff poses of 
the subjects. So while some of the females here are shown topless, their uneasy poses and 
„unerotic‟ expressions (for egs. squinting and/or not smiling) partially reflect the stress of 
posing in front of an unfamiliar technology, which was also the case noted by van Schendel 
(2002) in his analysis of similar photographs of the Mru people of Bangladesh. Van 
Schendel suggests that the unsmiling Mru were unhappy because they were forced to 
remove clothing to expose their breasts for the cameras of tourists, which is perhaps the case 
also for the early photographs featuring topless Iban females discussed above. I argue that 
based on my research on the pre-World War 2 photographs of topless Iban females, the 
authors‟ seemingly esoteric intentions for these photographs rendered them rather erotically 
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bankrupt. If these photographs ever served to fulfill the sexual fantasies of the men of the 
Victorian ear and post-Victorian era, I would suggest that the men have had to rely more on 
their own imaginations than simply staring at the unerotically-charged images.  In this case, 
I am not using the term „sexualisation‟ to describe what photography did to the Iban female 
for the period prior to World War 2 unlike some of the authors discussed above. Prior to 
World War 2, the topless photographs of Iban females did not turn them into sexual objects 
as the images appear to be more focused on material culture and bodily-dimensions than 
sexuality. I argue that in Sarawak, the sexualisation of Iban females – i.e. photographed not 
as anthropological subjects but as erotic belles – took place after World War 2, not prior.  
 Before I move onto the sexualisation of the Iban female, I would like to briefly 
discuss the sexualisation of the Iban male, or more precisely the lack of. In America, blacks 
in the past were either demonised sexually or made to appear impotent so as to make white 
women wary of them (Pieterse 1995: 174-178). Pieterse argues that due to the proximity of 
black and white communities in America, this was a necessity because white men were 
wary of the myth of the sexual prowess of the black man and thus wanted to make the latter 
unavailable sexually to protect their white women. The stereotype of the black man as 
“brute nigger “ (Pieterse 1995: 178) was thus born. Throughout the colonial period in 
Sarawak, I found no attempt at all to sexualise the Iban man through photography. Perhaps 
because that white women were almost non-existent in Sarawak, the western male had no 
reason to sexualise the Iban male to separate him from the former. The table was turned 
after World War 2 however when Iban females were sexualised instead. With the same 
argument regarding the black male and American female, the western male in Sarawak had 
a dearth of white women to choose from and they naturally turned to local women for sexual 





. This mirrored the situation in Europe where since the black male 
posed no direct threat to European women due to the fact that a lack of slavery did not bring 
an influx of African males to Europe, European racism was primarily obsessed with the 
sexuality of the Other, namely the African female and lesser in extent the Asian female.   
Let us now return to the sexualisation of the Iban female post-World War 2. I will 
start with a description of what was popularly deemed to be the typical Iban female: 
For false modesty – that tiresome, respectable imposture – the Iban woman has no 
time. She has the simple modesty of all unsophisticated people, though she is aware 
of her pretty face and perfect figure. 
 
The young Iban woman is as perfect a model as will be found in Asia today. Short in 
stature, she is attractive, often very pretty and occasionally a great beauty. Her 
figure develops early, yet she is slight and graceful; her eyes jet black, clear and 
bright (Ratcliffe 1958: 38, italics mine) 
 
Writing this in the Straits Times Annual, an annual magazine-like publication by the Straits 
Times newspaper group in Singapore, the writer has used a level of intimacy of describing 
the Iban female that I have not encountered in earlier writings. In the latter, the Iban female 
was described more like an anthropological subject – what she wore and made, how she 
cooked and raised her children etc – with the emphasis being on things external to her self. 
But in Ratcliffe‟s (1958) vivid description, the Iban female was instantly transformed not 
just into a „person‟ – i.e. with a distinct personality – but also a sexualised object. Any 
skepticism of my claims can be easily refuted with reference to a scan of the first page of 
Ratcliffe‟s article (see Figure 4.1.9).  
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 There was an Order in 1938 which forbade the marriage of European officers in Sarawak with Asian and 




Figure 4.1.9 The Iban model (Ratcliffe 1958: 38) 
 
In full colour, an Iban model is shown holding a basket of what looks like plastic fruits over 
her head. Her right arm rests casually on her hip while she is showing a relaxed, sincere 
smile and a twinkle in her eyes. The most arresting details of the photograph, though, are the 
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model‟s pert breasts. Combined with the model‟s mysterious off-camera gaze and easy-
going demeanour (with her right arm resting languidly on her waist), her exposed well-
formed torso (which is shown in profile perhaps to accentuate the fine shape of her breasts?) 
immediately propelled her from scientific „subject‟ to sexual object. This willing posing 
model is no longer a „native‟ performing a mundane task or photographed for scientific 
purposes, who so happened to be topless. Instead, this was a well-developed attractive 
woman apparently showing off her private parts willingly in what I assume were 
conservative times (at least in for Southeast Asian media in general). As relaxed as she 
seems, this photograph would have raised eyebrows when it was first published. First, even 
though the woman was intimately „knowable‟ from the clear, close-up shot, and the lenghty 
write-up about her, she was ironically unnamed. Leaving her anonymous only strengthens 
my claim that she was being objectified sexually rather than being treated as an individual. 
Second, the text of the article claims that this photograph was taken in a studio in Kuching, 
i.e. a city setting. I would venture to assume that all Iban women in Kuching in the late 
1950s would have been modestly clad when in public (and this was confirmed by my Iban 
sources). Therefore to ask one of them to strip to their waist and pose suggestively in private 
studio would have raised the prudish concerns of some city dwellers if they had found out. 
Third, the Straits Times Annual was presumably to be distributed to Singapore, Malaya, 
British Borneo. Considering the social circumstances of the time and the existence of 
numerous Muslim and other conservative readers, such a topless photograph would surely 
have caused some concerns, to say the least. Imagine the fallout if the Straits Times 
tomorrow prints a similar photograph!  
 Nevertheless, unlikely as a photograph like Figure 4.1.9 would find a place in 
„decent‟ society of the 1950s, such images appear to be commonplace.  Figures 4.1.10 to 
Figures 4.1.13 appeared between 1953 and 1958 in the Straits Times Annual, which I 
assume was easily accessible (due to its large distribution networks in Malaya) and well 
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affordable (it was more a magazine than a bound book). The mostly anonymous Iban 
females in Figures 4.1.10 to Figures 4.1.13 all appear to share some common attributes to 
that in Figure 4.1.9. They all appear, based on their relaxed expressions and poses, to be 
willing subjects for the photographers. The compositions of the photographs appear less to 
highlight material culture than to accentuate the physical attributes of these youngish 
models. Having said that, the physical attributes here – most prominent being well-shaped 
breasts that are exposed – do not seem to be so much for the study of physical 
anthropologists than for the private perusal of leering men (and boys). There must be 
compelling reasons for such photographs to be published in a popular magazine that 
otherwise has other females (mostly Chinese, Malay, Indian and European ladies) all 
depicted to be fully clothed in the fashion of the day, of which I would discuss in section 
4.3.1 in this chapter.   
 
 




















Figure 4.1.14 Untitled (Ratcliffe 1958: 41) 
 
  If such female nudes in seemingly coquettish poses could grace a popular magazine 
like the Straits Times Annual, bound books with European authors were naturally another 
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fertile ground for their appearance. The four photographs (Figures 4.1.15 to 4.1.18) 
exemplify some of the images of Iban women found in certain types of books – 
autobiographical, travel etc. – that were published in the 1950s and early 1960s. Again, the 
pliant nature of these bare-breasted Iban females was emphasised through suggestive poses 
and photographic tricks like soft focus. Even the accompanying texts to some of these 
photographs are sexually suggestive. For example in Figure 4.1.17, the author playfully 
suggests that “these (Iban) women have figures to make Italian film stars green with envy” 
(Jorgen 1961: 48iii), which I interpret to be a direct comparison of that Iban female‟s 
voluptuous curves to those of Italian female movie stars of the 1950s such as sex-siren 





Figure 4.1.15 „Adorning themselves like brides‟, Archang and Sani  





Figure 4.1.16 Archang, „Wearing a tiara of flowers on her head‟  









Figure 4.1.18 Untitled (Jorgen 1961: 64i) 
 
 While some may argue that such books could have had a limited distribution and 
therefore did not have much impact on framing the Iban female as a sex object, I counter 
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that such photographs can be read to indicate the prevailing attitudes of the non-Iban writers 
and book-producers towards Iban women. Even if allowing for my first assumption that 
such books did not have a vast reach, the following photographs surely would have had a 
much greater impact.   
 
 
Figure 4.1.19 Sea Dayak relaxing at the verandah of their long house  






Figure 4.1.20 Sea Dayak beauties Sarawak  





Figure 4.1.21 Sea Dayak beauty. Kuching/ Sarawak  





Figure 4.1.22 Uli of Sg Gat is Miss Kapit, 1958 (Anon 1958b: 6),  




Figure 4.1.23 Going for the beauty contest title (Anon 1959b: 3),  
Sarawak Tribune (newspaper), 25 June 1959, page 3 
 
Figures 4.1.19 to 4.1.21 are postcard photographs featuring bare-breasted young Iban 
females. Such erotic postcards were a feature in colonial societies and were used as 
legitimate ways to satiate the western male gaze and fantasy (Alluola 1986). Figures 4.1.22 
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and 4.1.23 are clippings showing similar Iban females in a state of undress from the 
Sarawak Tribune newspaper, which was the largest circulating English newspaper in Borneo 
then. Unlike the topless Iban females featured in books, these photographs must have had a 
far larger audience due to the affordability and reach of the media. Just like in the topless 
photographs of Iban women being printed in the Straits Times Annual, what can we 
extrapolate from these topless photographs appearing in newspapers and postcards to say 
something insightful about the positions of the Iban people in general during the immediate 
pre/post independence period of Malaya and Malaysia? I will attempt to illuminate the issue 
in section 4.3.1 later in this chapter. 
 Hoff (1989: 20) asserts that “proponographic movements…in the 1920s and 1930s” 
led “to the creation and extolment of a genre of writings and movies known as erotica”. 
However in the examples above, the photographs of Iban women posing as willing, enticing 
nudes appeared more than 20 years later, from the 1950s to 1960s. This „Victorianisation‟ of 
the popular media in Malaysia during the 1950s/1960s (like in Victorian England where a 
prudish society could indulge their repressed sexual fantasies thru the depictions of the 
distanced feminine Other as nudes) was not of the Iban‟s doing as they were assumed to 
have had no agency in such depictions. Then, such photographs reveal to us the underlying 
fabric of the Malayan/Malaysian society of that time that not only produced such 
photographs but also condoned their mass distribution. In section 4.3.1 of this chapter, I will 
discuss how these titillating photographs can be understood in the prevailing socio-political 








4.2 Setting the Pattern   
Figures 4.1.9 to 4.1.23 showcase the topless Iban female as a gratuitous sex object in the 
popular media in the immediate post-World War 2 period. Circulated in parallel to these 
erotically-charged photographs are the more mundane shots of Iban men and women 
engaged in activities and/or poses that appear to have their roots in the early days of 
photography in Sarawak. In general, men continued to be photographed in a way that 
alludes to their previous warrior-status and women were depicted as docile „housewives‟. I 
shall discuss the post-war photographs of Iban men first and followed by that of the 
photographs of Iban women.  
 
4.2.1 Iban Men in Post-war Photographs  
In the previous chapter, I emphasised that accordingly with the world‟s outlook on 
colonised natives in the mid 18
th
 century to the early 19
th
 century, Iban men were both 
depicted as violent „savages‟ and as „noble savages‟. Arguing that popular culture of the day 
(such as Victorian era pulp fiction) had highlighted the violent nature of Iban men as 
headhunters and bloodthirsty pirates, Iban men were usually depicted photographically 
either engaged in acts of war and/or accessorised appropriately for war. But I find that in the 
post-war photographs of Iban men, images alluding to them being directly involved in acts 
of violence (see figures 3.4.3.1 to figures 3.4.1.6) almost non-existent. Perhaps this was 
because by that time, Iban headhunting and piracy were sufficiently suppressed by the 
Brooke government to the extent that they were eliminated.  
 However, photographs depicting Iban men with the material culture related to 





Figure 4.2.1.1 Dayak chiefs and a colonial officer  









Figure 4.1.2.3 Dengan wins first prize (Anon 1958a: 4),  








Figure 4.2.1.5 The warrior tradition is far from dead in the Iban country 
(Pringle 1970: 170v). 
 
 
In Figures 4.2.1.1 to 4.2.1.3, you can see clearly what is to become a classic photographic 
composition for Iban men. The Iban men pictured are pictured wearing their traditional 
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loincloths (and some with traditional headdresses), even though western-styled clothing 
have been available and used by many Iban men for decades already
67
. Also, the men still 
sport the object from their material culture that would become iconic for their men, i.e. their 
long sword that is worn at the hip. In all three photographs, the men are not only associated 
with the sword, but they are also clearly seen to be holding onto the handles, as if they were 
ready to draw the blades (or in the case of Figure 4.1.2.3, the blade had already been drawn). 
Such a pose, I argue, serves to remind viewers of the Iban men‟s past propensity for 
violence. As shown in Figure 4.1.2.4, the Iban man was not only shown holding his sword 
handle in a similar pose but the accompanying text also promoted the idea of his violent 
nature; part of the text reads “The tattooed hands of the dancer, a Baleh Iban who took part 
in operations against the Japanese in 1945, claims to have killed a man”. In Figure 4.1.2.5, 
in an aptly titled photograph – “The warrior tradition is far from dead in the Iban country – 
the sword had been replaced by the no less threatening shotgun/rifle. The accompanying text 
discussed how the „Confrontation‟ with Indonesia – when Indonesian saboteurs routinely 
infiltrated Sarawak from the neighbouring Kalimantan province – and the communist 
Emergency in Peninsular Malaya/Malaysia saw Iban men serving as patrol scouts who had 
sometimes gotten into violent skirmishes. In short, Iban men during the post-war period 
were still commonly photographed armed with their sword, which was a ubiquitous weapon 
for Iban men before the curtailing of headhunting and piracy in Sarawak. The Japanese 
invasion of Sarawak during World War 2, the infiltration of enemies during the 
Confrontation with Indonesia and the communist insurgency in Peninsula Malaya/Malaysia 
provided important platforms for Iban men to relive their past glories as fierce warriors. But 
more importantly, I observe, such events appear to be utilised by the media as convenient 
entry points to remind viewers of the Iban‟s violent past. A side-effect of such heroic 
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In figure 4.2.1.1, the three Iban men are wearing a form of colonial jacket that identifies them as holding 
some sort of colonial positions as bestowed by the government. 
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depictions of Iban men also lends them an air of authority, making them appear as ritual 
specialists (see Figure 4.2.2.7) or as protectors of their own people.  
 Citing examples from Africa, Landau (2002: 155) asserts that “in magazines and 
books from the turn of the century, the emblem of the African tribe was an adult man in 
authentic and customary regalia”. Images such as Figures 4.2.1.2 to 4.2.1.4 confirm this to a 
certain extent for Iban men for the same time period. Landau (2002: 155) argues that the 
natives thus imaged “offered white colonial culture some grounds for cooperation with the 
gerontocratic patriarchy – leadership of senior men – of many African societies”, which 
again applies generally to the Iban situation. For example, in Figure 4.2.1.1, the Iban in the 
middle is Tun Jugah, dressed appropriately in a hybrid fashion showing both his traditional 
and colonial clothing, who in his lifetime was considered one of the most important chiefs 
to represent the Iban people at the colonial and Malaysia governments. However, for most 
other Iban men in the post-war period, they were commonly photographed to be taking part 






Figure 4.2.1.6 Iban burn off a hillside in the Ngemah river, a tributary of the Rejang 













Figure 4.2.1.9 Untitled (Morrison 1962: 52) 
 
Figure 4.2.1.6 shows three Iban males watching as their land burns in preparation for 
planting hill padi. In Figure 4.2.1.7, the men are fishing, or in the case of figure F.2.1.8 
harvesting fruits for food. The lone male in Figure 4.2.1.9 is weaving a mat from natural 
fibers, an example of which is one he is sitting on. Such activities would result in products 
that were normally meant for subsistence and not for trade. 
 Landau (2002: 155) labels such activities to be part of the “”tribal economy””, where 
the activities were small-scale and the labour unpaid. These are seen to be distinct from that 
of “colonial economy”, where the products of which were directly produced or procured for 
trade and not self-consumption. In examining his colonial case studies from Africa, Landau 
(2002: 156) claims that when photographed to be engaged in traditional activities, male 
Africans enhance the illusion that their traditional lives have not changed much, even 
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though they were more likely to have been engaged in colonial industries such as mining. 
This is perhaps also an outcome for depicting Iban men engaging in traditional, tribal 
activities in the late 1950s/early 1960s photographs above. Even though a significant 
proportion of Iban men in the 1960s and 1970s were already engaged in timber and oil 
industries as wage-labour (Soda 2007: 4-5) – i.e. state or nation-wide economic sectors – 
photographs such as Figures 4.2.1.6 to 4.2.1.9 could have intentionally or unintentionally 
given the impression that the Iban‟s lives had remained largely unchanged despite of 
ongoing economic progress. Landau (2002: 156) describes such African images as the 
“visual manifestations of the phony stasis of custom”. In agreement, I argue that the net 
effect of such photographs featuring Iban men in traditional activities is one where changes 
brought about by progress were generally excluded from the compositions of the 
photographs so as to maintain an illusion of stasis in Iban culture. The reasons for this will 
be discussed at the conclusion of this chapter. 
 
4.2.2 Iban Women in Post-war Photographs  
Beyond being presented as sexualised objects as mentioned earlier, the post-war 
photographs of Iban women inextricably linked them to the domestic sphere. While there 
were Iban men being portrayed in photographs as warriors or colonial-appointed leaders 
(but also engaged in everyday activities), the non-violent nature of the Iban women meant 
that they were more likely than not to be depicted carrying out mundane household chores 





Figure 4.2.2.1 Iban girls in the Ngemah river prepare rice for making rice beer or tuak 









Figure 4.2.2.3 Early morning toilet on the tanju of a small Iban longhouse 





Figure 4.2.2.4 An Iban woman of the Balleh spins cotton thread   















Figure 4.2.2.7 Untitled (Harrison 1966: 74) 
 
In Figure 4.2.2.1, the four Iban women are shown to be stuffing bamboo tubes with rice in 
preparation for making tuak or fermented rice wine which is vital for most rituals. In Figure 
4.2.2.2, the Iban women are weaving hats that are used in the fields. In Figure 4.2.2.3, the 
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idyllic scene shows girls and women grooming each other. In Figure 4.2.2.4, the woman is 
shown performing two vital tasks for the Iban woman: spinning cotton for weaving and 
childcare. In Figures 4.2.2.5 and 4.2.2.6, the Iban women are carrying out various chores 
such as rice-preparation or animal husbandry. Despite all of the day-to-day household tasks 
that took up an Iban‟s woman‟s time, she was still expected to play a significant role in most 
rituals as the dolled-up maiden, as seen in Figure 4.2.2.7, on top of her usual duties of 
preparing the necessary food and drinks for ceremonies.   
 In post-war photographs, while Iban men were largely portrayed as warriors or 
involved in the more demanding manual work around their longhouses, the photographed 
women were mostly relegated to the relatively lowly positions of domesticity. Then, it 
would be possible to argue that by and large, the “social life… beauty, and domestic space” 
of the Iban “were often represented as female and perennial domains” (Landau 2002: 156), 
in stark contrast to the positions of Iban men as protectors and leaders of their peoples. 
Pictured to be stuck in the home weighed down by chores, chickens and children or 
absorbed by her own beauty/grooming, it can be asserted that in post-war photographs, the 
Iban woman became the face of the “”unprogressive nature” of [the Iban] ”tribes”” (Landau 
2002: 156), (while the Iban men were more favourably depicted; for a good example, see 
the juxtaposition of photographs in Figure 4.1.14 where the man standing in a boat appears 
magnificent, almost regal, while the woman with the mirror is narcissistic and flippant).        
 
4.3  Photographing the Iban During Independence 
 
In Chapter 3, I provided details of how the Iban were visually depicted in books when 
Sarawak was still ruled by the Brookes. Under the context of the Iban being a colonised 
people in a colonial setting, it was understandable that the images of the Iban showed them 
as savages, noble and otherwise, at worst, and naïve and simple at best. In the prevailing 
discourses of the day, the Iban were depicted by the powerful western Other as some kind of 
175 
 
cultural and/or scientific curiosities. The Iban, as far as I can discern, were powerless in 
such depictions as they were most likely to have been subjected to the demands of various 
photographers and book-editors who composed the shots and decided what should be 
published or not. The emphasis, then, on analysing those images is not just a simple reading 
of what can be „seen‟ (i.e. the studium), but more of putting into context the societies and 
cultures that allowed for such images to be produced, circulated and consumed (i.e. the 
punctum). As such, I discussed how prevailing Victorian sensibilities and the unique 
situation of benevolent rulers in Sarawak influenced the existence of such photographs of 
the Iban people. In this chapter, I have reiterated that the visual stereotypes of the Iban 
people during the terminal period of colonialism in Sarawak and her entry into the then 
newly-formed Malaysia (i.e. towards 1963) were drawn from those already established in 
the preceding colonial period. What was the social context under which these Iban 
photographs were produced, circulated and consumed? What kind of societies were 
Sarawak, Malaya and Malaysia that allowed for topless Iban women, and men in loincloths 
to be featured not just in foreign-published books but also locally-produced publications 
meant for mass-distribution?  
 Ryan (1997: 215) points out that “nineteenth-century photographs not only captured 
whole the realities of little-known places and peoples but allowed the Victorians to represent 
themselves making history”. I interpret this to mean that the photographs taken of „foreign‟ 
landscapes and tribes were not only meant for Victorian society to „know‟ the Empire, but 
through which also for us latter-day analysts to understand what Victorian society was like 
as they „made history‟, since photographs did not merely capture the „real‟ but allow us to 
comprehend the conditions under which they were constructed and signified. As Sarawak 
made the transitions from being a fiefdom to an official colony, and finally to that of a state 
within independent Malaysia, how did these changes affect the ways the Iban were 
photographed? If we accept Anderson‟s (1991) argument that nations are “imagined 
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communities”, “we must recognise that media [which would include photographs]… play 
crucial roles in producing nations and shaping national imaginaries” (Ginsburg, Abu-
Lughod and Larkin 2002: 11). Then, what is this new nation called „Malaysia‟ and what 
about her helps us understand the said photographs of the Iban people? 
   During the reign of the Brookes, the different Dayak groups in Sarawak were 
generally well-treated. As mentioned, starting from the benevolent rule of the father-figure-
like James Brooke, the Dayak who were peaceful were ruled with respect. In the case of the 
Iban, their superior numbers and bravery made them an integral part of the peacekeeping 
efforts of the Rajahs vis-à-vis the troublemaking Dayak and Malay groups. While the global 
outlook on colonised natives dictated the format of some of the visual representations of 
Iban people, the latter were generally well-thought-of in Sarawak. The respect extended to 
the Iban were to such an extent that in the Council Negri created by Charles Brooke in 1867, 
Iban chiefs mingled with other natives and Europeans in their triennial meetings in Kuching 
to discuss issues of state (Pringle 1970: 200). As such, the century-long rule of the Brookes 
(ending in 1941) and the period of Sarawak as a colony of the British Crown from 1946 
to1963 cemented the importance of the Iban as a well-respected people who were involved 
in the governance and protection of the state.     
 Hence, to better understand the mismatch of the respected Iban and the existence of 
the „disrespectful‟ images of the Iban – especially those of topless Iban women hawked off 
as nymphs – during the period immediately before and after the entry of Sarawak into 
Malaysia in 1963, we have to better understand the socio-political conditions that existed in 
Peninsular Malaya/Malaysia at that time. I propose that the common trajectories of Malaya 
and Sarawak, especially the colonising influence of the British empire, encouraged an 





4.3.1  The Formation of Malaysia, and the Place of the Iban 
From the start of British colonialism in Malaya (what is now Peninsular Malaysia), they had 
“regarded the Peninsula as naturally Malay” (Andaya and Andaya 2001: 240), perhaps 
because they have had a long and proud history dating back centuries to the Melaka 
sultanate. So even though the British had brought in or encouraged the migration of Chinese 
and Indians to work in opening up the rural industries, the British had decided early on to 
deal, on a sophisticated political level, almost exclusively with the Malay royalty and 
aristocracy. As such, the Malay elite was cultivated and given high-standing in the colonial 
system. While non-Europeans were generally excluded in the prestigious civil service, a 
separate arm was specially created in 1910 to nurture these elite Malays so that they could 
be absorbed into the service (Andaya and Andaya 2001: 205-206). By 1932, Sir Samuel 
Wilson, permanent under-secretary of state for the colonies alluded to the need for the 
British to do what it could to ensure Malay supremacy, if not in numbers at least in 
governance, in the Peninsular: 
The maintenance of the position, authority and prestige of the Malay Rulers must 
always be a cardinal point in British policy: and the encouragement of indirect rule 
will probably prove the greatest safeguard against the political submersion of the 
Malays which would result from the development of popular government on 
Western lines. For in such a government the Malays would be hopelessly 
outnumbered by the other races owing to the great influx of immigrants that has 
taken place (quoted in Andaya and Andaya 2001: 249).      
 
Such a British position necessarily ensured the protection of the Malays from being 
swamped in the Peninsular. But to read further into it, the position elevated Malays as 
naturally having rights in their „homeland‟ vis-à-vis the Chinese and Indians who as 
migrants did not naturally enjoy those rights. The irony that “Malay-ness” as a modern-day 
concept of ethnicity was much due to the imaginations of the colonial system was lost on 
the British at that time (see Shamsul 2001 for a useful summary on how the British were 
involved in the creation of the modern Malay). The net effect of this was that the Malays, 
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though outnumbered by the migrants and comparably not as productive as they were, were 
still highly regarded by the British. 
 The Japanese Occupation, though disruptive to British colonialism, solidified the 
positions of the Malays as the crème of the ethnic hierarchy in the Peninsular. The Japanese 
were naturally wary of the Chinese in Malaya due to the prolonged war in China. So while 
the Chinese were treated with suspicion and contempt, the Japanese turned to the royalty 
and Malay commoners for support in the administration of the Peninsular. With senior 
British civil servants ejected, many Malay junior civil servants were suddenly promoted to 
important positions. On top of this, the Japanese also ruled the Peninsular under one central 
administration, something which the British could not achieve successfully. This pan-
Malayan outlook of the Japanese allowed for Malays who were previously restrained by 
colonial state boundaries and policies to break free and foster a much stronger sense of a 
united „Malay‟ community in the Peninsular (Andaya and Andaya 2001: 257-259).              
   With the end of the Japanese Occupation, British returned to Malaya and soon had 
cast some doubt about the previous exalted positions of the Malays. This was because in the 
absence of the British, the Malays were seen to be especially sympathetic to the new 
Japanese administration. The Malays, as mentioned, had also used the absence of the British 
constructively; with a pan-Malaya outlook that was a legacy of the Occupation, the United 
Malays National Organisation (UMNO) – still a powerhouse in Malaysian politics – was 
formed in 1946. So when in 1949 the British Parliament agreed to Malaya‟s independence 
in the near future, the trajectories of history favoured the Malays, and by default UMNO, as 
natural political victors of the impending change. So despite the “‟Independence Bargain‟”68 
struck with a major Chinese party and an Indian party to forge Malaya‟s first multi-ethnic 
government in 1957, Brown (2005: 20) maintains that the imbalance of power in UMNO‟s 
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 Also known as the „social contract‟ in other publications (see for example Shamsul 2000). 
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favour was an act of “ethnic chauvinism”. With UMNO wielding the real power, the Malays 
were singled out for preferential treatment in many aspects of Malayan society.  
 Let me now focus on Sarawak and the Iban to put into context the state of ethnic 
relations prior to and after the formation of Malaysia in 1963. Even though Sarawak was not 
formally a British colony until after World War 2, the close of the nineteenth century saw 
Sarawak (and North Borneo) so closely tied to the British “colonial project” that it was 
envisioned that Sarawak could be ruled in the same manner as on the Malay Peninsula 
(Andaya and Andaya 2001: 190, 210). However, I must emphasise that ethnic politics on the 
Peninsular and in Sarawak cannot be more different. While the Malays were favoured 
politically in the former, the wellbeing of the natives (i.e. Dayak, of whom the Iban were 
dominant in terms of numbers and influence), and not the Malays, was the “raison d‟etre of 
Brooke rule” in Sarawak (Andaya and Andaya 2001: 254). So while the Malays enjoyed a 
higher status on the Peninsular vis-à-vis the other non-European ethnic groups, it was the 
Iban – part soldier, part law-enforcer, part tribal leader – who had a more exalted position in 
Sarawak. It was in this complex ethnic mix in lands separated by a considerable distance – 
physically, historically and culturally – that the first prime minister of Malaya Tunku Abdul 
Rahman announced in 1961 of the creation of a greater Malaya that would include Sarawak, 
North Borneo, Brunei and Singapore (Andaya and Andaya 2001: 282-283).  
 When Sarawak eventually joined Malaya to form Malaysia in 1963, the exalted 
position of the Iban in Sarawak became diluted by the hegemony of Peninsular Malay 
politics that engulfed all the newly joined states and the ethnicities they contained. The Iban, 
as with other natives of Sarawak and Sabah, and the Peninsular Orang Asli, were reassigned 
with the seemingly lofty title of „bumiputera‟ or „sons of the soil‟ so as to make them 
politically on par with the Malay bumiputera on the Peninsular (Andaya and Andaya 2001: 
341-342). However, in practice, Malay hegemony was still a political reality, bumiputera 
status of the Iban not withstanding. For example, the first chief minister of Sarawak was 
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Stephen Kalong Ningkan, an Iban who was seemingly a concession allowed by the elites in 
the Federal capital Kuala Lumpur in acknowledgement of the importance of the Iban in the 
state politics of Sarawak. But when he overstayed his welcome in federal politics by over-
petitioning on behalf of the Iban, the Malay bigwigs had him replaced by a more amiable 
Iban, Tawi Sli. When Tawi Sli was replaced by a Malay-Melanau chief minister in 1970, it 
seemed that the political fortunes of the Iban had turned 180 degrees from the time of the 
Brookes. The Melanau constitute a minority Dayak group and therefore it could be argued 
that new Melanau chief minister was still a concession to the Dayak's elite status in 
Sarawak. But because most Melanaus had converted to Islam and adopted Malay-customs, 
they are widely regarded to be more Malay than Dayak. Hence, Tawi Sli's loss of power 
was, according to my informants, still seen as the pivotal power-grab by the Malays of 
Sarawak. Till today, the Iban I have spoken with still make a mockery of their bumiputera 
status as they perceive themselves to be only „second-class‟ bumiputera under the present 
Malay hegemony, an observation also made by Boulanger (2002).  
 It is in this ethnic context that we should turn to to better understand how the Iban 
were still depicted as „man the warrior‟ and „woman the domestic homemaker‟ or, more 
significantly
69, „sexual object‟ in both foreign books and also local media in the post- World 
War 2 period leading to the formation of Malaysia. In a social and political context where 
the once proud and relatively powerful Iban were subsumed under the umbrella of Malay 
domination of those spheres, this was where the images of the nameless, distanced, 
sexualised and voiceless Iban thrived. The „Victorianisation‟ of the media in Malaysia 
during the 1950s to 1960s (just like in Victorian England, a prudish Malay-dominated 
society could indulge their repressed sexual fantasies through the distanced, topless Iban 
Other) no doubt came decades after the end of the Victorian era, but this delay appears to 
coincide with the Iban‟s lost of relative power during this time when their relatively higher 
                                                 
69
 To reiterate, the photographs of topless Iban females posing as pliable sexual beings in the popular media of 
the 1960s/1970s were particularly out of place with the social norms of Malaya/Malaysia at the time.   
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status vis-a-vis other ethnic groups in Sarawak was downgraded when she became 
subsumed within a wider Malaysia. After becoming „just another‟ minor ethnic group within 
Malaysia, the Iban‟s historical importance in Sarawak almost became negligible within the 
complex cultural mix of the new Malaysia. As such, not only did the Iban appear to be 
relegated from a lofty position, they also appeared to have become increasingly powerless in 
how they were depicted visually by the non-Iban. Not only were the Iban powerless in such 
depictions, these images, especially the unclothed ones, informed us of just how much 
power the non-Iban had over the Iban: 
…to photograph or draw the colonial subject naked was also to demonstrate a 
particular form of epistemological power. In a society where nakedness was 
unacceptable, naked images connoted the power of the viewer over the subject 
(Levine 2008: 198).  
 
This situation is akin to that of “internal colonialism” as discussed by Hind (1984), where 
the uban elites (in the case of Malaysia, the ruling Malays) manipulate their position vis-a-
vis the weaker ethnic groups such as the Iban.   
 With further consideration, perhaps the visual representations of the Iban at this time 
could be interpreted as more than just the power relations between the majority and 
minority. To quote Pieterse (1995: 233), the “images of otherness relate not merely to 
control over others but also to self-control”. He argues that not only do these images tell us 
that the photographed subjects are subjugated by the more powerful photographer/viewer, 
they are also a medium used by the more powerful producers/consumers to delineate the 
outer limits of what is considered acceptable and not acceptable in that society. In the 
context of Malaysia, I argue that the circulation of the topless photographs of the Iban 
during the 1950s to 1960s also enlightens us at to how the wider Malay society informed 
both Malays and non-Malays alike that what were acceptable to the Iban as Other – i.e. 
backward, primitive and sexually hedonistic – were not to be tolerated for the Self (i.e. the 
wider 'civilised' community consisting of Malays, Chinese, Indians etc.). Such a situation 
appears to make sense when viewed against Gellner‟s (1983) theory of nationalism which 
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necessitated that the „state‟ builds a „nation‟ by pursuing a „one culture‟ policy. Seen in this 
light, I interpret that the Malay hegemony in Malaysia obliged the culture powerbrokers to 
marginalise the non-Malay cultures in favour of a pan-Malaysian Malay culture so as to 
present a united cultural front as a unified, homogenous Malay nation. Therefore, in the 
context of Malay hegemonic outlook of the media, I argue that the images of the Iban were 
used both as a form of control over the Iban as a minority and also over the wider 
population to delineate acceptable/unacceptable societal limits.  
 Yet, perhaps to contradict myself a little, it is too harsh to assert that the onset of 
Malay nationalism implied the death of other cultures within Malaysia. There was a 
conscious effort to depict those Iban who were progressive – those who have broken free 




Figure 4.3.1 Dayak student awarded scholarship (Anon 1959a: 3),  





Figure 4.3.2 Iban enters Miss Borneo contest (Anon 1960: 3),  




Figure 4.3.3 Parade of Dayak National costumes in process of evolution (Anon 1964: 2), 
Sarawak Tribune (newspaper), 14 September 1964, page 2 
 
Figure 4.3.1 shows a common sight in the Sarawak Tribune in the late 1950s and 1960s. In 
the article „Dayak student awarded scholarship‟, we learn that a Dayak student, Benjamin 
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Dublin, most likely an Iban judging from the name, had been awarded a prestigious 
scholarship to study in a Sydney university. What intrigues me in this article is Dublin‟s 
photograph. While it was common then for Iban in the Sarawak Tribune to be depicted 
visually as rural, poor and culturally unprogressive, his photograph shows him well-
groomed with a slick fashionable western hairstyle and shirt-&-tie, and an appropriately 
studious-looking pair of thick-rimmed glasses. I read this positively-skewed photograph as 
one that encourages the progress of the Iban who were moving up the social ladder, vis-à-vis 
those Iban who languished at the lower rungs of the said ladder. In Figure 4.3.2, the named 
Iban female at the bottom, Rosang Punggah, was originally topless in the photograph but 
her right nipple was concealed by opaque tape, whist the topless „Iban beauties‟ remain 
unnamed. The female in the censored photograph was deliberately named, in my opinion, to 
show a tacit „approval‟ by the newspaper editors at her perceived modesty. This photograph, 
coincidently, was the very last one I found that showed topless Iban women in the Sarawak 
Tribune as photographs postdating this showed only fully clothed Iban females, such as in 
Figure 4.3.3.  
 
4.4 Chapter Summary 
The Iban‟s illustrious history within Sarawak meant that they thrived as a highly respectable 
ethnic group within the Brookes‟ government. While the administration had high regard for 
the Iban‟s necessity as a peace-keeping force within Sarawak, the global outlook on 
colonised natives had dictated in some way how the Iban were depicted visually. Such 
negative visual representations became even more prominent when Sarawak gave up her 
own relative independence to become part of a wider Malaysia under Malay hegemony. I 
argue that it was under this differential of power that photographs of the „primitive‟ Iban as 
warrior and sexualised maidens thrived; these images were meant to show the 
powerlessness of the Iban as an insignificant minority within a much larger Malaysia and 
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also gave indications as to what behaviours „civilised‟ Malaysian ethnic groups were to 




Figure 4.3.4 Temenggong Jugah anak Barieng, Paramount Chief of the Sea Dayaks (Iban) 
Minister for Sarawak Affairs and A Sea Dayak friend (Goullart 1965: 87) 
 
Perhaps Figure 4.3.4 is an apt photograph to end this chapter with. On the left, one of the 
most important Iban chiefs in the history of Sarawak, Jugah, is photographed not only in a 
western suit but also replete with medals that were likely to have come from the last Brooke 
government. I argue that there was a concerted effort to make Jugah look „less Iban, more 
western‟ – the only thing that is tangibly 'Iban' about him is his haircut – so to keep his 
status in line with what would have been accorded to a dignitary within a British-based 
colonial government. As a „Paramount Chief‟, this photographs of Jugah epitomises the 
proud position of the Iban within Sarawak. On the other hand, the photograph on the right of 
the author‟s „Sea Dayak friend‟ appears on the same page in the book. This photograph of 
the Iban friend appears to be a direct opposite to that of Jugah‟s; it is an antithesis to Jugah‟s 
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image. This Iban, photographed round about the time of Sarawak‟s entry into Malaysia, 
rehashes all the stereotypes of „primitive‟ native. He stands in traditional clothing in a rural 
setting and remains unnamed. He – and the Iban culture he represents – appears timeless, 
despite the changes to Iban culture that had already taken place (such as Iban being awarded 
overseas scholarships and returning to serve as professionals in Sarawak). Looking at these 
two photographs that were published side by side, I argue that the following quote takes on 
an unusually resonance; “Colonial power produces the colonised as a fixed reality which is 
at once an „other‟ and yet entirely knowable and visible” (Bhabha 1986: 156, quoted in 
Pieterse 1995: 93). Hence, during the immediate period prior to and after the formation of 
Malaysia, I argue that the Iban, when analysed through their photographic images, were 
straddling the liminal space between the distant Other and the contiguous Other. In this 
period where some Iban remained distant (and unknowable, like the man on the right of 
Figure 4.3.4) while others were contiguous (and knowable, like Jugah on the left of Figure 
4.3.4), and that the well-established visual stereotypes of the Iban were already firmly in 
place, I embrace these key observations and lead us into the analysis of the visual 













Chapter 5 Visual Representations of the Iban Today 
The Night Safari is one of the top tourist destinations in Singapore. From its opening in 
1994 to today, more than 11 million visitors have visited this „night zoo‟70, which takes 
advantage of the nocturnal habits of its creatures, most of which roam the park freely. As 
part of the entertainment provided, the park puts on two regular shows for visitors. The 
Creatures of the Night show is presented several times nightly (which is included in the 
price of the entry ticket). In this show, zookeepers handle certain animals in close proximity 
to the audience, thereby further breaking down the (metal and concrete) barriers that usually 
separate caged animals from distanced gawking visitors. When I saw this performance a few 
years back, the open-air venue was so packed that the zookeeper had to hush the crowd 
several times as the noise level was distracting the serval, which is a type of African wild 
cat.  
 The other free show is known simply as Cultural Performances at Night Safari. One 
would expect that such a show would comprise of performances from the different ethnic 
cultures of Singapore or feature the cultures from which lands some of the animals come 
from. However, at present, the performers in this show are Bornean Tribal Performers. 
Quoting from the website
71, “[h]ailing from the rainforests of Borneo, the Thumbuakar 
Tribe will perform tribal dances, blowpipe demonstrations and fire-eating displays”.  
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 See http://www.nightsafari.com.sg/  
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Figure 5.1 Untitled  
(from http://www.nightsafari.com.sg/visitor/borneantribal.htm) 
 
Judging by the clothing and material culture in the photograph of the “Thumbuakar Tribe” 
in Figure 5.1, it is clear that the performers are displaying stereotypical symbols that 
connect them to one or more Dayak groups from Borneo. However, the mix of old and new 
material culture spread across a few Dayak groups, it was hard for me to pinpoint where the 
“Thumbuakar Tribe” is from in Borneo. A further confusion as to their real ethnic identity 
arises when one watches their performance. The major attraction of their show (see Figure 
5.2) is a fire dance, where male dancers in loincloths brandish lit sticks and spit fire, all 









A part of this fire performance has been posted online in youtube, a popular video-sharing 
website
72.  The person who posted the videos had titled them “Ibanese Fire Dance”, to 
confirm my assertion that the performers are exhibiting the appropriate stereotypical 
symbols for one or more Dayak groups. However, I have never experienced or read about 
any Dayak groups using fire during dances in my research, and was truly surprised by this 
act. One of my Iban informants saw this video and said tongue-in-cheek “I did not know we 
had that dance”. If anything, the fire performance is akin to those performed in Polynesia73, 
and not anything remotely related to any of the Dayak cultures. 
 To further investigate, I emailed the Night Safari for more information in October 
2008, only to receive a curt reply that they do not divulge details of the performers in the 
interest of not tipping off her competitors. Even though I have my suspicions that this 
                                                 
72
 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2yMFbRoWTZ8 and 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tq0k8WPpzMI.  
73
 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EV5ZHT398uU.  
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“Thumbuakar Tribe” is really a fictitious tribe consisting of “ethnic intruders74” (Timothy 
and Boyd 2003: 215) – i.e. non-Iban performing as Iban – decked out in a mish-mash of 
Dayak symbols, there was no way to confirm this through an official statement from the 
park. However, suffice it to say that for a night safari that does not dedicate its space to a 
particular display of Bornean animals, such an improbable „Dayak-esque‟ performance 
masquerading as „authentic‟ Dayak culture firmly confirms that the stereotype of the Dayak 
(and of the Iban) as some primal-tribal-primitive human has well and truly become 
embedded as part of popular culture.  
According to Hall (1995: 472),  
…popular culture always has its base in experiences, the pleasures, the memories, 
the traditions of the people. It has connections with local hopes and local aspirations, 
local tragedies and local scenarios that are everyday practices and everyday 
experiences of ordinary folk.  
 
Concerning this thesis, I investigate in this chapter the avenues and conditions through 
which such visual representations of Iban people (who are sometimes subsumed under the 
general 'Dayak' label) have entered the “everyday practices and everyday experiences of 
ordinary folk” (Hall 1995: 472) to become aspects of popular culture (which Hall [1995] 
describes as something opposed to „high culture‟).  While I would obviously be discussing 
at length how the non-Iban are producing visual representations of the Iban people for the 
consumption of non-Iban, I would also take a more „reflexive‟ approach in examining how 
the Iban themselves contribute to the visual stereotypes for the consumption of other Iban 
consumers. This production of the Self for the consumption of the Self is akin to the 
situation described by Peleggi (2002) in Thailand during the late 19
th
 century where he 
argues that much of the public spectacles associated with then King Chulalongkorn was as 
much for outsiders as they were intended for Thais themselves. My intention here is provide 
evidence not only that non-Iban people stereotype the Iban but also that the Iban people 
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 A term used by Timothy and Boyd (2003) to denote someone of one ethnic group performing the ethnicity 
of a person from another ethnic group for a tourist audience.   
193 
 
themselves are somewhat responsible for such stereotypes for specific gains. I will then be 
effectively not only showcasing the contemporary settings under which the Iban visual 
stereotypes thrive but also challenging the widely perceived notions that stereotypes are 
perpetuated only by the Other and they usually only have negative impacts on those who are 
stereotyped.   
 
5.1 Tourism in Malaysia and Sarawak 
 
Figure 5.1.1 Untitled (Lat 1990: 8) 
 
To promote an increase in incoming tourist-numbers for Malaysia, the first Visit Malaysia 
Year was held in 1990
75
. Altogether that year, 107 cultural and sporting events were held 
throughout Malaysia to act as draws for foreign visitors (Musa 2000: 151). Anticipating a 
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 The second was held in 1994 and the third one was in 2007. 
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successful outcome of a similar Visit Thailand Year in 1987, the Malaysia government used 
1989 as a lead up to prime not only tourist destinations but also the enthusiasm of rank and 
file Malaysians to welcome the visitors with open arms. Lat, Malaysia‟s most famous 
cartoonist, drew Figure 5.1.1 as a satirical piece mocking the fervor of Malaysians in the 
lead up to Visit Malaysian Year 1990. In an office setting, the man on the left is chiding his 
colleague (likely to be a subordinate, judging by his harshness) Jingkoi for preempting the 
start of the 1990 festivities by two days. While Jingkoi‟s three other male colleagues are 
dressed appropriately for the office, he had changed out of his office-wear and donned 
feathers, furs and a loincloth instead. His ensemble is completed by a musical instrument 
unique to the Dayak and a painted wooden shield. Note that Jingkoi‟s ethnicity is not 
explicitly mentioned; it is, however, very clearly implied through visual stereotyping. The 
contrast between the appearances of the „civilised‟ office workers and the „wild‟ Dayak 
warrior cannot be starker. As with the inclusion of the Dayak performers at the Singapore 
Night Safari, the appearance of a Dayak warrior in this tribal glory in a Lat comic book is 
another sure sign that the visual imagery of the stereotypical Dayak has become part of 
Malaysian popular culture.  
 Beyond taking the cartoon at face value, however, I discern a few more issues worth 
discussing. Assuming that Jingkoi is a full-time office worker and has to continue working 
there throughout the Visit Malaysia Year, then how come he feels obliged to dress his part 
even though he is presumably not a performer in the tourism sector? Conversely, I would 
assume that come 1
st
 January 1990, Jingkoi‟s colleagues would not be dressing up in their 
ethnic clothing to show off their „Malay-ness‟, „Chinese-ness‟ and „Indian-ness‟. Therefore, 
I was not surprised, on further analysis, that the man on the left was not so much upset that 
Jingkoi was dressed inappropriately for the office but that his mistake was changing into his 
traditional outfit prematurely. I could imagine that had the cartoon depicted the same scene 
but on Monday 1 January 1990, Jingkoi‟s colleagues would not have batted an eyelid at his 
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choice of clothing as they would have deemed it appropriate for the sake of tourism. I 
venture to assume that in Malaysia, the majority – consisting of Malay, Chinese and Indians 
– themselves do not accentuate their ethnic identities for the sake of tourism; this is 
presumably the task for minorities such as the Iban and Orang Asli
76
. Therefore, the issue 
with Lat's cartoon is not in the incongruent office-attire of Jingkoi but in his timing in 
donning the colourful outfit. With this seemingly simple (but humorous) cartoon, Lat has 
masterfully woven a complex narrative regarding the role of the Dayak as seen through the 
eyes of Malaysia‟s non-Dayak: 1) The latter can instantly recognise what is stereotypical 
Dayak clothing and 2) the latter hold some sort of mental template that fixes the Other-ness 
or exotic factor of the Dayak to have currency as tourist attractions. A quick scan through 
Lat‟s other comics shows that seldom did he draw caricatures of Malaysians outside of the 
Malay-Chinese-Indian ethnic core, and therefore his inclusion of Figure 5.1.1 as an odd 
tribute to the Dayak people leads me to conclude that Lat has singled them out in this 
cartoon as they are deemed to have a special, and readily recognisable, position within 
Malaysia as tourist icons.   
 With the profusion of contemporary visual representations of Iban people especially 
in the tourism arena, I will now discuss tourism in Sarawak where these images feature 
prominently. I hope to show not only that tourism is vital to the economy of Sarawak (and 
by proxy Malaysia) but that it is also a prime moving force in setting the stage where those 
involved in tourism interact and, specifically for my analysis, contribute to the production 
and consumption of images of Iban people. Why am I discussing tourism per se? I find that 
in my research – online or in books or during my fieldwork stints in Sarawak – on the 
contemporary images of Iban people, the bulk of the images that I had come across was 
directly linked to tourism. I therefore became curious as to how each of the three main roles 
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 This is alluded to from the very uncommon depictions of Malaysian Malays, Chinese and Indians in their 
traditional outfits in travel guidebooks and postcards, compared to the common photographs of Dayak and 
Orang Asli in their traditional outfits.    
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in tourism, namely the tourists, tourees
77
 and middlemen (Hiwasaki 2000: 395), contribute 
to and shape the ways the Iban are depicted and 'commoditised' into a tourism product for 
the consumption of tourists. 
 What exactly is tourism is hard to define but it generally involves “traveling, and a 
temporary, and voluntary, visit to a place away from home” (Burns 2004: 5). No matter the 
esoteric definitions that academics are concerned with, tourism has become one of the most 
significant industries of the world (Burns 2004: 6). That the forces of globalisation have 
fueled the demand for travel in the past few years is not in question. However, tourism's 
potential as a global economic force was already identified in 1984 by 
sociologist/anthropologist Robert Wood who labelled it as one of the fastest growing 
economic sectors of the world (Wood 1984). Of late, with increasing affluence and the 
proliferation of air-travel options, tourism in Sarawak has become a significant factor in my 
analysis of the visual representations of the Iban people. 
 When Wood (1984: 354) noted the rising global significance of tourism in 1984, he 
made a special reference to Southeast Asia being a particular hotbed of tourism activities. 
Amongst the international visitor arrival numbers in Southeast Asian countries tabulated for 
1960, 1970 and 1981, the figures for Malaysia were about 27,000, 76,000 and 1.7million 
respectively (Wood 1984: 355). Correspondingly, tourists spent an ever increasing amount 
of money in Malaysia: US$4.5million, US$9.2million and US$204million in 1960, 1970 
and 1981 respectively (Wood 1984: 356). The latest figures for international tourist-arrivals 
for Malaysia are even more impressive. 2007 was earmarked as the third 'Visit Malaysia 
Year'
78
 with estimates made in 2006 forecasting a total of 21.5million international tourists. 
The actual numbers are even more impressive; 22.05million international tourist arrivals 
were recorded in 2007, which is an increase of 5.1% from 2007 (Tourism Malaysia 2009). 
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 A touree is the local person that a tourist travels to see. 
78
 The first was in 1990 and the second in 1994. 
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Adding on the annual average of 36 million Malaysian tourists who visited other parts of 
their own country (Anon 2007), tourism is indeed big business in Malaysia.   
 Considering Sarawak's marginal position away from the more populated (and 
internationally more accessible) states in Peninsular Malaysia (a.k.a West Malaysia), it is 
thus surprising for some to learn that of the more than 22million international visitors who 
visit Malaysia annually, about 10% (or about 2million+) visit Sarawak (Anon. 2005)
79
. 
Combining that figure with the 2million+ domestic tourists who visit Sarawak annually, the 
4million+ tourists in Sarawak is the state's second largest earner of foreign exchange
80
 (Yea 
2002: 179). In my interview with Mary Wan Mering (Marketing Manager) of the Sarawak 
Tourism Board
81
 in October 2006, she lamented about Sarawak's under-realised potential 
for even more tourists if not for the less than ideal international and domestic air-links 
within and without Sarawak
82
. When I asked her to rate the importance of tourism in 
Sarawak to that of Malaysia as a whole, she emphatically said “very important” as she 
shared that even though she did not have the figures, she assumed that many of the foreign 
tourists would not even visit Peninsular Malaysia if not for its position as a transit point for 
getting to Sarawak.  
 Douglas and Douglas (1999) note that tourism in Sarawak started soon after James 
Brooke became her first Rajah in 1841. A plethora of European and American visitors had 
visited Sarawak during this early period, and many have published their accounts on this 
new frontier in the fields of ethnology, zoology, geomorphology etc, as had been discussed 
in an earlier chapter. With advancements in transport, Sarawak (and in particular the capital 
Kuching) was easily reached by sea and air from Singapore by the 1930s. When the new 
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 Incidentally, Singapore was reported to have contributed half of all tourists to Sarawak for 2008 (Anon 
2008a). Perhaps this is a contributing factor to having a 'Bornean' tribal group performing at the Singapore 
Night Safari, as discussed earlier.   
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 The largest contributor to Sarawak's revenue comes from manufacturing. 
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 This is the State-funded board that is tasked with promoting Sarawak as a tourist destination. 
82
 Beside the international flights from Singapore and Brunei to Kuching, there are currently no others. In the 
past though, there were direct flights to such places like Perth, Australia and Hong Kong.  
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international-standard Kuching airport opened in 1950, international flights called daily 
(Douglas and Douglas 1999). 
  Until 1981, there was no central tourism planning for Sarawak. Most, if not all, 
tourism activities and infrastructure were provided for on an ad-hoc basis and rested in 
private hands. In 1981, the master plan identified “the culturally diverse people, the scenic 
and natural attractions, flora and fauna, and last, but not least, its interesting historical past” 
as tourism assets (Douglas and Douglas 1999: 82-83, emphasis mine). Note that this report 
listed first and foremost the “culturally diverse people” as tourist attractions. In 1993, the 
second tourism master plan was commissioned. An interesting finding of this master plan 
was the surfacing of an issue pertinent for this thesis; there was “evidence of increasing 
mismatch between tourist expectations and the experience, significantly supported by the 
use of historical images in the promotional material” (Douglas and Douglas 1999: 83). As 
there was no elaboration, I take this mismatch to mean that 'old' photographs of Iban 
engaged in traditional activities in tranquil rural settings were enticing tourists to Sarawak, 
who would then encounter difficulty in experiencing what was seen in those photographs. 
The master plan noted that the “increasing mismatch between tourist expectations and the 
experience” resulted in tour operators having to further upriver to more remote areas in 
search of 'traditional' Dayak communities and their wooden longhouses to serve as tourist 
destinations. Significantly, this is the earliest evidence I could find regarding the politics of 
visual representation of Dayak people in the field of tourism. However, the master plan and 
later research in academia appear to have bypassed this interesting topic altogether.  
 Ever since the 1993 master plan, tourism-activity in Sarawak has risen by leaps and 
bound as mentioned earlier. Tourism in Sarawak centers around the themes of Culture-
Adventure-Nature (Yea 2002: 179). 'Culture' refers not just to the Malay-Chinese-Indian-
Dayak ethnic mix found in Sarawak's main cities but more specifically to the diverse Dayak 
groups found all over the state. Specifically then, it can be said that the cultural tourism in 
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Sarawak is more skewed towards 'ethnic tourism', where the “primary focus is to introduce 
the tourist to an unfamiliar or exotic ethnic group, including material and performative 
elements of their culture and society” (Yea 2002: 173-174). 'Nature' refers to the flora and 
flora of Sarawak, and its forested interiors and long navigable rivers. The 'adventure' 
element encompasses both types of cultural and natural activities. Looking at the Sarawak 
Tourism Board's website 
http://www.sarawaktourism.com/content.cfm?CFID=4099146&CFTOKEN=34988769, a 
new 'tourist experience' is on offer: 'Convention Paradise', referring to the tourists who visit 
Sarawak for MICE (short for 'meetings, incentives, conferences, events'). Briefly looking 
through on the website what was in store for MICE participants in Sarawak, I was not 
surprised to find that tours to Iban longhouses in rural areas were dangled as sweetners to 
what would be a few days of none-too-exciting closed-door business meetings.  
 
5.1.1  Images of Iban in Tourist-promotion  
Of particular interest to my analysis is the use of images of Iban (and Dayak) people for 
tourist promotion. According to Morgan and Pritchard (1998: 3), 
At the dawn of the third millennium, images are the currency of cultures...Tourism 
marketers through their marketing images create identities which represent certain 
ways of seeing reality, images which both reflect and reinforce particular 
relationships in societies.... when we look at tourism imagery, we can see identities 
crafted by marketers which reflect and distort historical and colonial relations, which 
reinforce current economic realities and which affirm gendered relations.    
 
As is evident from Morgan and Pritchards' (1998) observation, it is the tourism industry's 
prerogative to craft identities as they see fit so that they can entice tourists and maximise 
their enjoyment of their activities while on travel. In many instances, the tourism industry's 
usage of images of exotic native peoples is specifically to attract tourists who are inclined 
towards ethnic tourism. For the authorities and private enterprises who are engaged in the 
promotion of ethnic tourism, they generally perpetuate the myths that the ethnic tourees are, 
despite modernisation, still living  pre-modernised lives as noble savages (Yea 2002: 174). 
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These stereotypes are purposely crafted so as to maximise the cultural distance between the 
affluent, cosmopolitan, westernised tourist
83
 and the touree as the Other, so as to entice the 
former to visit the latter. Specific to images used in tourism, Jenkins (2003: 307) argues that 
such stereotypical images are trapped within a “'circle of representation'” populated by 
tourists (and would-be tourists), tourees and the tourism middlemen. The circle works in the 
following way. The tourism middlemen (i.e. tourism authorities, tour agencies etc) promote 
certain destinations using images of exotic tourees. The targeted consumers may be enticed 
by their exoticism and travel to the destinations to seek the tourees. When the tourees who 
conform to the stereotypes are found, the tourists would photograph them and bring the 
images home when they leave. At home, the tourists would show to family and friends those 
photographs as proof of having encountered the exotic natives as they had initially set out to 
do. This act of sharing the stereotypical images combines them with the other stereotypical 
images that are already swirling in the circle of representation, thereby keeping its circular 
movement constant.   
 In the words of the Sarawak Tourism Board, “we have always been capitalizing on 
the “rustic image”, portraying Sarawak as an adventure land in 2004... depicting Sarawak as 
a friendly, modern and progressive state that still retains its wilderness, adventure and rustic 
traditions” (Anon 2005: 7). The following images discussed below are indicative of the 
marketing directions of the Sarawak Tourism Board in general. They are part of a series of 
international-award-winning images under the umbrella “Golden days in Sarawak” which 
had been used to promote Sarawak from 1993/4 onwards. Even though the Board's 2004 
annual report stated that this series had been replaced by “brighter and breezier” images, the 
“Golden days in Sarawak” collaterals were still freely available and displayed throughout 
Kuching in 2006 when I was on my fieldwork, which attests to their continued popularity. 
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 But not necessarily a 'western' tourist since such 'westernised' travelers could as well be affluent Asian 





Figure 5.1.1.1 Untitled (but appearing with the title  







Figure 5.1.1.2 Untitled (but appearing with the title  






Figure 5.1.1.3 Golden days in Sarawak: the hidden paradise of Borneo  
(Anon undated: front cover) 
 
Figure 5.1.1.1 shows two Dayak men standing at the edge of a jungle clearing and 
seemingly captivated by the sight of the waterfall in the background. The two are dressed 
elaborately in colourful feathered headdresses and are accessorised with bead necklaces and 
bangles. The man closest to the viewer has tattoos covering his back and right arm. The lush 
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vegetation and exotic fauna (including a flying squirrel) appear to depict an Eden of sorts, of 
which the men are a part of. While the men appear to be actively 'exploring' the jungle, the 
female in Figure 5.1.1.2 is more of a wallflower in Eden. She smiles and looks away from 
the viewer, giving her an air of easy nonchalance. She is decked out in a colourful headdress 
and shawl, and wears bead necklaces and large earrings. Her most striking feature is her 
elongated earlobes, which are alien to most westernised cultures. With a dazzling sunset in 
the background, she is accompanied by a mammal (orang utan), a reptile (lizard) and an 
insect (butterfly) which appear to be surreally juxtaposed without regard to their actual 
proportions. As if to emphasise the fecund wilderness that Sarawak offers to visitors as a 
'hidden paradise' unspoilt by humans, Figure 5.1.1.3 (as the cover page of the scanned free-
of-charge tourism booklet) is populated only by birds and monkeys frolicking in the jungle, 
and no humans are even in sight. If you look closely at Figure 5.1.1.1 to Figure 5.1.1.3, you 
will notice that the edges of the images are artificially creased. Combined with the faded 
airbrushed artwork, Morgan and Pritchard (2000: 188) assert that the images invoke the 
flavour of 1950s American travel-adventure pulp-fiction so at to instill the notion of 
Sarawak being an old-fashioned unspoilt tropical paradise.   
 Accordingly, the text in the “Golden days in Sarawak” booklet that accompanies the 
images above largely complement the exotic artworks. The opening line states “Sarawak – 
the name alone conjures up images of wilderness, adventure and the unknown” (Anon 
undated: 1), and plunges the reader into an exotic world that would hopefully whet his or 
her appetite to visit Sarawak. But perhaps as a concession to the more timid would-be 
visitors, the booklet is also careful to 'set the record straight' when it comes to 
misconceptions of Sarawak that may turn them away: “[The Iban] were formerly feared as 
headhunters (this practice has of course long since disappeared) but they still uphold many 
of their ancient beliefs and festivals” (Anon undated: 9, emphasis mine). However, all the 
images used in the booklet do not hint at the modernity that would confront a visitor to 
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Sarawak; the most modern edifice depicted is the main building of the Sarawak Museum, 
which is itself more than a 100 years old and a centerpiece of the glory days of the colonial 
administration. Suffice it to say that both the images and text used in “Golden days in 
Sarawak” are meant to leave the reader with the notion of Sarawak as an unsullied paradise 
awaiting adventure/exotic-culture-seeking tourists.  
 With the influential Sarawak Tourism Board taking the lead, other tourism marketers 
also promote the image of the exotic Iban as a selling point for those seeking ethnic tourism 
in Sarawak. Figure 5.1.1.4 to Figure 5.1.1.6 are typical of the non-Sarawak Tourism Board 
tourist literature generated by private companies. The images used all promote one or more 
of the Culture-Adventure-Nature offerings of Sarawak. Each of the printed paraphernalia 
feature the Iban prominently, and they also tend to conform to the stereotypes promoted by 
the Board. The (stereo)typical Iban man is shirtless and wears a feathered headdress and a 
loincloth. He is either depicted in an act of hunting/warfare (eg. using a blowpipe) or 
dancing in his warrior regalia. The Iban woman, usually young and attractive, is dressed 
colourfully in beaded accessories and shimmering silver headdress. She is either shown 
dancing gracefully or smiling enticingly, implying her eagerness to please.   
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Figure 5.1.1.4 The front of a pamphlet from a leading tour operator in Kuching, Borneo 




Figure 5.1.1.5 The front of a pamphlet promoting the Sarawak Cultural Village  
(The topmost model on the right is wearing an Iban outfit).  
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Figure 5.1.1.6 The front of a foldable road map of Sarawak and Kuching. 
  
 It would be unfair, however, to look at the Sarawak Tourism Board and other private 
companies' marketing of the Iban natives as noble savages as a unidirectional flow of 
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influence where tourists have no specific input. Recalling the pervasiveness of the circle of 
(visual) representation in the realm of tourism, the actions of the Board and the private 
companies appear justifiable since the images of exotic natives in traditional dress living in 
a lush Eden are, arguably, exactly what the tourists expect to encounter when they visit 
Sarawak. In other words, the would-be visitors to Sarawak already have preconceived 
images of Sarawak – nature and cultures included – that they have gleaned from the mass 
media, and therefore the private tourism industry and Boards' images are purposefully 
selected to conform to their preexisting visual stereotypes. To briefly borrow Jean 
Baudrillard's (1994) idea of the simulacrum (i.e. the copy without the original), one can 
argue that such ideas of primitivity are not learnt specifically but inculcated in us since 
young as we were bombarded by images and notions of the noble savage – may they be 
from Africa, South America, Asia, or any part of the world – through the mass media. I 
argue that such an 'innate' perception of the primitive Iban exists in the mind of a would-be-
tourist to Sarawak long before s/he had even thought about visiting there. While this circle 
of representation is clearly understood, I would like to explore the tourism theories that put 
into perspective the preconceptions that these tourists – in particular tourists who are 
inclined towards ethnic tourism – have.     
 First, who is the tourist? Why does a tourist travel? What does the tourist seek while 
traveling? These appear to be redundant oversimplified questions but the answers underlie 
the quest to understand the Sarawak Tourism Board's usage of the images discussed above. 
Just as I had mentioned earlier that 'tourism' itself is difficult to define, academics are also 
torn when it comes to defining who the typical tourist is (see Graburn 2001). From being 
well-heeled to cash-strapped backpackers, hailing from developed countries or Third World 
nations, there are as many types of tourists as there are definitions. Prior to John Urry's 
pioneering work on defining the 'motive' for traveling, academics had multiple explanations 
on why they travelled. Urry's (1990, quoted in Graburn 2001: 24) explanation of tourist-
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motivation is strikingly simple but yet compelling enough to render past definitions 
obsolete: “The motive for touristic travel is based on nothing more than a desire to leave 
home and see something different”. The operative word here is 'see', as Urry terms the act of 
a tourist 'looking' while traveling as the tourist gaze: “The tourist gaze is directed to features 
of the landscape and townscape which separate them from everyday experience. Such 
aspects are viewed because they are taken to be in some sense out of the ordinary.... People 
linger over such a gaze which is normally visually objectified or captured through 
photographs, postcards, films, models, and so on” (Urry 1990: 3, quoted in Graburn 2001: 
25). The main motivation for Urry's tourists in their search for difference while traveling is 
thus fueled by the everyday mundaneness that characterises home. To give voice to such a 
tourist, Graburn (2001: 26) succinctly encapsulates their thoughts; “I am an extra-ordinary 
person unfit for the life I normally lead, therefore the scene I look upon while on holiday 
must be worthy of my exalted gaze”. What then is the 'extra-ordinary' that the tourist seeks? 
 More often than not, the typical tourist is affluent and westernised. Assuming that 
s/he comes from a westernised setting (but not necessarily a Western country as pockets of 
cities in Asia, for example are also termed westernised) and has the resources from which to 
draw from to the fund his/her travels, the extra-ordinary is likely to lie beyond the 
westernised boundaries of this person's 'everyday experience', i.e. in the 'non-westernised'
84
 
destinations and cultures. The westernised tourists' search for the non-westernised has been 
labelled by Shelley Errington as a “New Age Primitivism”85 (1998: 147-149) where tourists 
who regret the loss of their romanticised 'primitiveness' (read 'a simpler non-westernised 
lifestyle') seek it by visiting countries and/or cultures that they deem have not suffered such 
a loss yet. Put another way, tourists “search for an alternative to [their selves], a search 
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 I use 'non-westernised' here to denote the opposite to 'westernised', even though I acknowledge that there are 
no purely 'non-westernised' cultures anymore.  
85
 While Errington (1998) is mostly referring to western tourists buying pseudo-tribal artifacts as a sign of 
having 'been there, done that', I find that her concept of New Age Primitivism applies equally well in situations 
where intangible cultural products from the Other are sought and consumed by western tourists. 
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grounded in a belief that what [they] have lost can be found on Others more 'primitive', and 
therefore more nature, than [themselves]” (Shepherd 2002: 192).  
 In the academic tourism literature, the tourist's search for primitivism is invariably 
linked to issues surrounding authenticity. Just like the qualities of primitivism, the tourist 
seeks what is authentic; in this case, authenticity denotes cultures that have not been tainted 
by Coca-cola, MTV, electrical mod-cons, plastic containers or any signs of modernity in 
general. As mentioned right in the beginning of Chapter 1, Arno Linklater's (1990) reaction 
when he encountered traces of modernity in what he thought was an authentic Iban 
community perfectly encapsulates the tourist's relentless search for the authentic, which is 
sometimes used interchangeably with the term 'traditional'.       
 What, then, is authentic in terms of tourism? To rely on a dictionary definition here 
is far from helpful because: 
...authenticity is an elusive notion that has no standard definition and no set of 
central identifying criteria. Furthermore, it varies in meaning from place to place, 
and educes varying levels of acceptance by different groups in society. What is 
consistent in the authenticity debate is its inconsistency (Timothy and Prideaux 
2004: 214). 
 
While acknowledging that this much sought after authenticity is hard to define, Timothy and 
Boyd (2003: 244-254, cited in Timothy and Prideaux 2004: 214-216) outline a “...five-part 
typology of distorted pasts, which are indicative of the types of “inauthenticity” that are 
most commonly encountered in tourism settings. First are “invented places” where factually 
inaccurate places, peoples and events are created for the tourist. Second, “relative 
authenticity” points out that even if we are focusing on one particular place or ethnic group, 
the tourists consume them with differing points of references since the individuals each have 
dissimilar experiences regarding them. Third, “ethnic intruders” refer to the tourees who 
play the parts essential in ethnic tourism who are themselves not from that ethnic group. 
Fourth are “sanitized and idealized places and events” that have been altered to suit the 
cultural backgrounds of the tourists. The most common example is where tourists 
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experience a setting said to be authentic (for example an ethnic-theme village or a cultural 
museum) but is in fact altered to suit the affluent tourists (with modern considerations such 
as air-conditioning, flushing toilets, descriptive panels etc.). Finally,  the “unknown past” 
posits that because some parts of the past remain unknowable, any recreations of that past 
for the consumption of the tourists necessarily means that some or all of the recreations are 
modern-day imaginations. In terms of the tourist-touree interactions that concern much of 
ethnic tourism, MacCannell (1973) discusses the front and back regions where “staged 
authenticity” takes place. The front region describes the places where the tourees knowingly 
put up a performance for tourists (for example in a cultural show at a hotel or as inhabitants 
of a ethnic-theme village) while the back region points to places where tourists are brought 
to to come into contact with tourees for the 'behind the scenes' (and therefore deemed 
authentic) experience. Even for the latter, MacCannell (1973: 597) highlights that “[i]t is 
always possible that what is taken to be entry in a back region is really entry into a front 
region that has been totally set up in advance for touristic visitation”.  Suffice to say, the 
'authentic' experience that most tourists seek when they engage in ethnic tourism is likely to 
be staged to some extent, thereby straddling the realms of authentic and inauthentic. 
 My experience with the tourists I met while on fieldwork reflects the points 
discussed above. I interviewed tourists, both Malaysians and foreigners, in Kuching and 
spoke with them regarding their expectations of Iban people and culture prior to their trips. 
In general, all the tourists habour pre-trip stereotypes of the Iban people, and these mainly 
are in the realm of them being backward or fierce, or other derogatory descriptions. A pair 
of young Australian female backpackers told me that they had taken a side trip from Kuala 
Lumpur just so that they can visit the Iban headhunters. When I enquired where they learnt 
of this aspect of Iban history, they showed me a well-thumbed guidebook and pointed out 
the few colour photos of Sarawak, one of which featured a Iban family in tradition clothes 
posing with heirlooms that include human skulls. The text in the guidebook had a short 
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history on the Iban people, much of it centering around their reputation as fierce 
headhunters. Later on in our conversation, the two shared that they were disappointed with 
Kuching because they had yet to see any traditionally-dressed Iban walking around town, an 
expectation that they had gleaned from the 'pro-primitive' stance taken by their guidebook's 
description of Kuching and Sarawak in general. Like many of the tourists I had interviewed, 
these two backpackers had already made provisions to join a package tour that would take 
them away from Kuching to a rural Iban longhouse in their quest for authentic Iban 
culture
86
. Such tour-providers are commonplace in Kuching and even though my interview 
with Sarawak Tourism Board did not reveal how many tourists actually participate in these 
upriver tours to Iban longhouses, my estimate would be a conservative tens of thousands out 
of the 4 million tourists who visit Sarawak yearly. Figure 5.1.1.7 shows a newspaper 
clipping in the Borneo Post that reports a typical tourist group's trip to a rural Iban 
longhouse. The Italian tourists cited the “longboat trip and longhouse stay the highlight” of 
their trip. That such a trip is reported (with a full-colour photograph) in the largest-
circulating English daily in Sarawak is testament to the importance and pervasiveness of 
such tours to the economy of the state.  
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 Zeppel (1994) discusses in detail what these tours entail. My experience on one of these tours that I had 
joined in 1997 is largely similar. In general, tourists would be driven 4-5 hours to a river where a longboat 
awaits. This boat whisks them to an upriver longhouse an hour away where the tourists will be hosted as 
honoured guests. The Iban headman, appropriately dressed in a loincloth, welcomes them and shows them 
around the longhouse (Such tourism longhouses are invariably made of wood, as opposed to newer brick-built 
ones, as tourists deem the former to be more authentic than the latter). A meal of authentic Iban food will be 
served for dinner which will be followed by drinking of rice-wine and merrymaking suitable for honouring 
guests. At night, tourists retire to a specially-built extension to the longhouse where partitioned rooms serve as 
guest accommodation. The next morning, there will usually be a demonstration of blowpipe usage and 
cockfighting before the tourists are whisked back to Kuching. Zeppel (1994) and I both note that the staged 
authenticity is easy to spot: the Iban who are not part of the act wear t-shirt and shorts, and not loinclothes; the 
food served to tourists are mainly food brought by the tour-operator (such as tinned sardines and fresh 
chicken), and not procured by the Iban themselves; food is eaten with fork and spoon while sitting at a table 




Figure 5.1.1.7 Longhouse stay fascinates Italian tourists (Anon 2006f: 2), The Borneo Post 
(newspaper), 28 September 2006, page 2 
 
 The attitudes of the two Australians females I interviewed are not specific to foreign 
tourists only. It would be easy enough to believe that caucasian tourists who live outside of 
Asia would buy into the Iban stereotypes easily but my experience shows that Malaysian 
domestic tourists from the Peninsula also harbour similar stereotypes of the Iban. I 
interviewed a tour-group made up of mostly middle-aged Chinese women who had flown 
from Kuala Lumpur to Kuching on a package tour. I had asked one of them what they were 
expecting on their trip to an upriver Iban longhouse the following day. With a hearty 
guffaw, the group of women joked that they half expected to find the Iban people in remote 
areas living in trees as a sign of their backwardness. While the women acknowledged they 
know that to be untrue, they agreed that the myth was so pervasive amongst their friends 
and family on the Peninsula that it had become a popular ongoing joke. This suspension of 
belief even though they knew the truth about the Iban myths is particularly interesting. 
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Perhaps the Iban myths are so fascinating that the ladies just had to see for themselves that 
they are indeed untrue? In July 2007 when I went to Melbourne, Australia to present a paper 
at a conference, I recounted this story to prominent Malaysian academic Shamsul A. B. who 
was chairing the panel I was speaking in. Surprisingly, he confirmed that what the ladies 
had said was mostly true, as he alleged that he was taught in primary school that Iban (and 
other 'tribal' Malaysian minorities such as Orang Asli) did indeed live in trees!   
 While I am interested in how urban legends regarding tree-dwelling Iban had come 
about, I am, in the context of this thesis, more curious about how such images make it into 
the tourism sphere. In terms of the Iban being the object of ethnic tourism in Sarawak, how 
do the middlemen (i.e. the tourism promotion agencies, private travel agencies, owners of 
ethnic performance groups and theme parks...etc) bridge the gap between tourist and touree? 
When I asked this question of Mary Wan Mering (Marketing Manager) of the Sarawak 
Tourism Board, she informed me that the Board took great pains in selecting the appropriate 
photographs for publication in tourist literature and websites. She said that together with a 
large archive of photographs already in storage, the Board would also commission new 
photographs to be taken to suit a new promotional theme when necessary. When I asked a 
seemingly ridiculous question as to why all the Iban depicted in the Board's materials are 
dressed in traditional outfits that are a rarity rather than the norm today, her reply was 
simply that such an image of 'traditionality' and 'authenticity' of the Iban is what the tourist 
expected of them
8788
. Mary had also mentioned that with Iban staff working in the Board 
serving as cultural consultants (she is also a Dayak herself), she assured me that the 
photographs I had mentioned were indeed authentic in terms of the ethnicity of the models, 
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  Notice how the images are shaped by tourists' expectations even as the expectations themselves are shaped 
by images.  
88
 On a similar issue, Mary Wan Mering was relatively stumped when I had asked about what would happen 
when old wooden Iban longhouses gradually disappear and are not open to tourists any more. She mentioned 
that there are still some left further upriver (i.e. that tourists have to go further to experience them) but she was 
not sure of what would happen 20-30 years into the future when all of these become abandoned.   
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and their clothing and material culture. My interview with the Mary had confirmed what is 
already a well-known practice within the tourism industry;  
...travel agents are brokers in ethnicity, travel brochures being the tools of their trade. 
In the process of marketing images of exotic places and peoples, travel brochures 
draw upon a small set of indigenous ethnic markers... These travel brochure images 
become indices of “authenticity”... (Adams 1984: 469). 
 
Mary's stance on vetting the authenticity of the Iban models is commendable
89
, especially 
since Adams (1984) points out that, at least in the case of the Torajans of Sulawesi, some 
tourism agents knowingly leave out factual information and images that they think would 
turn away tourists, thereby blurring the line between what is authentic and what is not. For 
example, Admas (1984) points out that the pagan traditions of the Torajans are emphasised 
in tourism brochures, while the fact that most have converted to Christianity is not even 
mentioned so as not to dilute their 'ethnic' mystique. However, Mary appeared to be 
ignorant, or in denial, of the damages such stereotypical images do to both tourists and 
tourees. 
 However, as the realms of tourism deal with what are sellable so to maximise profits 
and results, tourism agents also do more insidious things. Timothy and Prideaux (2004: 219) 
warn that some may reinvent the essential parts of a culture and produce new elements 
hitherto unknown to that culture, thereby devaluing the subject that is being promoted in the 
first place. Such reinventions appear commonplace in the promotion of Iban culture as a 
tourism commodity.  
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 I want to point out here that no matter how noble a tourism agent is, the need to provide what is sellable 
usually necessitates the perpetuating of what appears true but is in fact hard to find. For example, it is 
commendable that the Sarawak Tourism Board ensures ethnic accuracy in its promotional materials. However, 
such traditionally-dressed Dayak are a rarity even in the remotest parts of Sarawak, and they therefore give 




Figure 5.1.1.8 Rousing show by the brigade (The Star online newspaper),  
4 October 2006 
 
 
Figure 5.1.1.8 is taken from an online newspaper, The Star, from Malaysia. This article and 
photograph were also found in the print version of the newspaper. According to the article, 
the photograph shows The Brigade, a cultural performance group the Tourism Promotion 
Division of the Malacca
90
 Chief Minister's Department. Pictured on the foreground are four 
women, of whom the leftmost and third from left are dressed in traditional Iban outfits and 
accessories. In the background, a woman similarly dressed sits on a platform carried by two 
men. The article details how The Brigade performed Malaysian dances at a dinner organised 
by Tourism Malaysia in Moscow, Russia. The article also listed the names of some of the 
performers, all of which had distinctive sounding Malay/Muslim names. However, the one 
exception was the choreographer, Wee Juann Lee, who has a distinctive Chinese name. So 
in short, The Brigade is a troupe resident in Malacca and staffed by Malays and Chinese 
who perform not only Malay and Chinese ethnic dances but also those from other Malaysian 
ethnic groups (including Iban) for the purpose of promoting Malaysia as a tourist 
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 This is a state on the Peninsula and has significant cultural differences from Sarawak. 
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destination. In short, this is a classic Malaysian example of Timothy and Boyds' (2003) 
ethnic intruders who problematise what is deemed 'authentic'. 
 Since this article was available in a print version when I was on my fieldwork in 
Sarawak, I had the opportunity to discuss the implications of The Brigade, and especially 
Figure 5.1.1.8, with my informants. Some of the Iban I had spoken with, upon seeing this 
photograph, were quick to point out the 'un-Iban-ness' of the women's appearances. Some 
said abstractly that they did not 'look' like Iban women but like typical Malay women 
instead. While this was a subjective view, I was surprised that some of my informants had 
not even read the article yet but were spot on with their guesses. More objectively, some 
said that their Iban outfits were more akin to 'show costumes' as their ensemble had mixed 
and matched materials that had identifiable characteristics that denoted regional differences 
in the material culture of different Iban groups. When I told my informants that the dancers 
were Malay and the choreographer a Chinese from Malacca, the derogatory comments came 
fast and furious. All the Iban I had spoken with were indignant that these non-Iban were 
passing off imaginary Iban dances and outfits as authentic. They intimated that the Russians 
were cheated as what they had witnessed was a make-believe show that not only imitated 
Iban culture, but one that had probably done a poor job of it as well. But goodnaturedly, 
they acknowledged that there are many such groups operating in Malaysia and there was 
nothing the Iban could do if they were not employed in such groups to lend them the 
authentic touch. 
 While such performances (i.e. non-Iban performing as Iban) are commonplace (at 
least in Sarawak), the Iban I had spoke with were generally firmly against the damages such 
acts are doing to Iban culture. I attended an international conference in Kuching in July 
2006 where a significant number of participants were Iban/Dayak scholars. The welcome 
dinner was a grand affair that had the Chief Minister of Sarawak in attendance. The 
highlight of the show was a performance showcasing the dances of the different ethnic 
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groups in Sarawak. When the Iban segment was presented, the Dayak diners at my table 
were chattering away, commenting on the 'un-Iban-ness' of the dancers, costumes and even 
dance steps and music. One of them, a prominent university academic who is himself a 
Dayak, told me that the dancers were Sarawak Malays and that they were pretending to be 
Iban in their performance. A few days later, I interviewed an Iban professional who was also 
present at the dinner. I was showing him the digital photographs of the Iban dance segment 
which I had captured, and he was animatedly pointing at the small screen on my digital 
camera while commenting on the dance movements. As he was employed in the heritage-
field, he was even more vocal about how the dance steps were not harmlessly flawed but 
were in fact giving people like me a false sense of what is authentic in Iban culture. He 
shared that if enough people were fooled by such performances, there may come a point in 
time when people may mistake these non-Iban who perform Iban dances as the 'real Iban' 
(his word, not mine). He was therefore adamant that the ethnic Iban will one day get edged 
out of their birthright! While such an assertion appears a little farfetched, the Iban pride in 
the protectionism of what is deemed by an Iban-insider as authentic is crystal clear. From 
the point of my research, I was amazed as to how productive a trigger a photograph from a 
newspaper clipping or a digital image could be on issues of authenticity. 
 
5.1.2  The Special Case of Postcards 
Continuing from the assertion that an audience who is none the wiser can get fooled by 
ethnic intruders performing Iban dances, the application of Urry's (1990) theory of the 
tourist gaze is appropriate here. Urry states that the affluent, westernised tourist escapes 
from his/her own culture to indulge in the extra-ordinary cultures of the Other. The tourist, 
already preloaded with institutionalised stereotypes from the mass media, therefore gazes 
upon the Other as something indeed different and such an experience is therefore worth the 
trip. In the context of the non-Iban performers mentioned above, the Russian diners and the 
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unsuspecting non-Iban/Dayak conference participants are very much like tourists who cast 
their naïve gaze at the dancers and marvel at their extra-ordinary exoticness as signs of the 
authentic.  
 However, in a critical appraisal of Urry's influential theory, MacCannell posits a 
second gaze as one where the tourist 
is always aware that something is being concealed from it; that there is something 
missing from every picture, from every look or glance.... The second gaze knows 
that seeing is not believing (2001: 36).  
 
Importantly, MacCannell's second gaze acknowledges that while the first gaze does exist, 
the following gaze is one where the tourist exercises agency in choosing what to believe or 
not while traveling.   
 While I understand the first gaze and the second gaze theoretically, I struggled not 
with grasping the tourist's agency in being selective in choosing what to believe or not but 
with the continued popularity of tourism images (and other products in general) that 
obviously straddle the line between the authentic and inauthentic. If the second gaze does 
indeed operate and that tourists know that some of the Iban images in tourism literature are 
prime examples of the previously discussed staged authenticity (MacCannell 1973), then 
why do these images continue to be popular in the realms of tourism? Should not the 
wizened, skeptical tourist, so informed by his/her second gaze, reject them in favour of 
authentic images and therefore eventually put the inauthentic ones out of circulation? 
Theoretically then, even though the 'knowing' second gaze should eventually disrupt 
Jenkins' (2003) circle of representation discussed earlier, why does this circle continue to 
circulate stereotypical ethnic images for tourist-consumption? 
 My research into postcards featuring Iban people shed some light on this seemingly 





Figure 5.1.2.1 A selection of postcards purchased in Kuching while on my fieldwork 
 
 
Figure 5.1.2.1 shows a selection of the postcards that I had purchased on my numerous trips 
to Kuching. These postcards are ubiquitous in places where tourists would frequent, and are 
convenient research materials due to their low cost
91
. In the course of some of my 
interviews, these lightweight, seemingly frivolous, postcards served as effective triggers to 
get my informants talking about the visual representation of Iban people.  
 As research materials, picture postcards featuring ethnic peoples are usually referred 
to in relatively negative terms. These are said to be “...symbols that sustain notions of 
„exoticism'” (Markwick 2001: 417). More harshly, postcards that show ethnic minorities are 
“...instances of intense exoticization and commodified cultural representation” (Thurlow, 
Jaworski and Ylanne-McEwen 2005: 1). But since the ethnic postcard (and other holiday 
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 In general, each postcard costs RM1, or about S$0.40. 
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snapshots) is the “...most widely disseminated tourist icon” (Markwick 2001: 417), what 
explains their popularity? 
 In general, the tourists I spoke with all agree that the postcard is popular as it is more 
affordable than other souvenirs. In a tourist destination where phone calls home are 
expensive and internet cafes rare (like in Kuching), the tourists I interviewed told me that 
they would definitely send postcards home to update their friends and family, or buy some 
to bring home as they were easy to carry. When I asked questions alluding to the first and 
second gaze that they cast at the postcards, their replies were interesting.    
 The pair of young Australian female backpackers I had mentioned earlier (who were 
disappointed that the traditionally-dressed Iban in their guidebook were nowhere to be seen 
in Kuching) were very candid when I asked them then if they would purchase postcards 
similar to those I was showing. They mentioned that they knew that the postcards of Iban 
dressed in traditional outfits were a rare sight in Kuching and are also likely to be posed (i.e. 
the second gaze in action), they would still send them home to family friends. When I said 
that such an action would be tantamount to spreading visual lies that they had been 
disappointed by themselves, they retorted goodnaturedly that no one back home in 
Melbourne, Australia would want to receive postcards showing Iban dressed in t-shirt and 
jeans. When prodded, they said that the ethnic Iban postcards were what people back home 
would expect to receive, and whether the images are authentic or not does not matter.  
 Such a view was common. A young Norwegian couple who had already been on a 
package tour upriver to an Iban longhouse told me that even though they were aware that the 
postcards show Iban in rarely seen traditionally outfits, they would continue to send them 
home. They said that since they had already informed their friends and family that they 
would be going faraway to Sarawak to find headhunters, they feel that the exotic postcards 
would adequately meet their expectations. This need to manage the expectations of family 
and friends were also echoed by the tour group from Peninsular Malaysia mentioned earlier. 
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The ladies told me that they would buy some of the postcards and display them on the 
refrigerators at home so that visitors would be able to see proof that they have visited the 
fierce Iban headhunters of Sarawak. An Iban informant who works in a hotel (who 
professed that he had neither worn an Iban traditional outfit nor owned one) also said that he 
would send these postcards to friends overseas as the images are good indicators of what his 
culture is like! This Iban also said that he would not send the postcard featured in Figure 
5.1.2.2 to his friends because it was too “unglam(orous)” as it shows how crowded and 
unkempt some Iban longhouses are and how uncomfortable they can be to live in (due to the 
warmth caused by the zinc roofing and their remote setting). When asked to elaborate, he 
thought that postcards of Iban in traditional outfits were “pretty” and enticing, but postcards 
like Figure 5.1.2.2 and Figure 5.1.2.3 show a reality of the hardships of rural Iban life that 
would not be attractive to would-be tourists. Incidentally, these two postcards were amongst 
the most infrequently seen around Kuching, and therefore their unattractiveness must have 
contributed to their unpopularity. 
  
 






Figure 5.1.2.3 Postcard showing an Iban longhouse 
  
 This attitude helps explain to an extent why the postcard images of Iban people (and 
their images in other tourism literature) continue to circulate in the circle of representation. 
Even though tourists are generally aware that the ethnic images in guidebooks, postcards, 
tourism websites etc. are, more often than not, uncommon and/or posed and/or idealised, 
they do not consume these images in a vacuum. As least with ethnic postcards, these are 
sent home to family and friends to satisfy their curiosity and expectations of a trip that they 
cannot themselves make. Since most travelers inform their family and friends before the 
start of their trips (and therefore painting an exotic picture of what/who they would be 
visiting), these postcards – regardless of their accuracy or authentic factor – serve as (true or 
false) confirmation that an exotic trip was indeed had by the travelers. These postcards, 
then, allow those at home to travel by proxy, and necessarily need to appear enticingly 
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exotic so that the receivers do not become disappointed that the senders' trips were bland. 
This aspect of travel (i.e. traveling partly to fulfill the expectations of those left behind at 
home) does not appear to have been explored yet in the tourism literature. The prevalent 
first gaze and second gaze in tourism research are necessarily tourist-centric (since the 
tourist must be onsite to 'see' the sights). However, since the prospect that some of the 
family and friends left at home by travelers also 'travel' by proxy by consuming trip-related 
images – through receiving postcards and emails with digital photographs attached, 
attending pre- and post-trip slideshow presentations, reading scrapbooks and blogs of the 
trips etc. – I feel that this would be a new area (where tourists have to satisfy not just his/her 
own wanderlust but also manage the expectations of those at home), is one where tourism 
research could expand. 
 
5.1.3  Summary of Images of Iban Used in Tourist-promotion  
There are indeed benefits in tourist-touree interactions such as improved understanding of 
the Other leading to the decrease of ethnocentrism (Reisinger 1994, cited in Xie and Wall 
2002: 353). However, my focus here is not regarding physical contacts between the tourists 
and the Iban but the ideological ones that come from the former consuming the visual 
representations of the latter in the tourism sphere. While tourists who have visited the Iban 
while on tour have the possibility of correcting past stereotypes either by astute observations 
or interactions with the latter, his/her first gaze at the photographs and images of Iban 
people featured in guidebooks, travel blogs, tourism pamphlets and posters are not so 
privileged. These pervasive images of the Iban people which have been in the mass media 
for more than a century (as discussed in the previous two chapters) paint a stereotypical 
picture of the backward jungle-dwelling Iban whose culture has been left behind by 
modernisation. Such visual representations, I argue, have been so well-entrenched that even 
the wizened tourists I spoke with (who were disappointed with how untrue these stereotypes 
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are) continue to perpetuate the visual stereotypes by circulating even more of such images 
during (like postcards) and after their trips (like snapshots of Iban in traditional dress 
uploaded onto their blog sites). Such seemingly contradictory actions may have a plausible 
explanation such as that shared by Shepherd (2002: 191-192). He points out that the newly-
built and overly tacky stretch of the Great Wall of China at Badaling is not only not rejected 
by domestic Chinese tourists but is embraced instead. He argues that because of 
“desacralization” (Shepherd 2002: 192) of the Wall (i.e. this stretch of the Wall had been 
heavily altered and transformed into a tourist commodity), the domestic tourists lower their 
standards accordingly and overlook the flaws so as to enable enjoyment of its 
monumentality despite the garishness. Similarly, I argue that the visual representations of 
the Iban in the contemporary tourism scene had been around so long that even the tourists 
who find out their inaccuracies through firsthand experience also continue to revel in the 
monumentality of these images (rather than fighting to correct or reject them). The habitual 
need to preserve the enduring stereotypes presented in these tourism images of the Iban 
appears to override the urge to augment them to reflect reality. Evans-Pritchard (1989: 102) 
sums up the negative effects of such visual stereotypes well; that the tourist's stereotype of 
the Other is potentially “dangerous” as after a few days on tour, the tourist takes home the 
stereotypes of the tourees and thereafter has little opportunity to have them corrected. Once 
ingested, thus, these visual stereotypes may stay forever.     
 
5.2  Images of Iban in Newspapers and Books 
Beyond the tourism-related literature, my archival research uncovered two other sources that 
provide interesting examples of visual representations of Iban people in the contemporary 
setting. I will begin the discussion by looking at the newspaper clippings that I had collected 
during my several trips to Sarawak. This will be followed by how the Iban today are 
visually represented in contemporary books. 
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 According to Pietikainen (2003: 586), the news media is one of the most influential 
arenas where our views of the Other are shaped. The news media does this by selecting what 
they want to show us (and also not show us) and also crafting the ways in which we see 
them. Specifically with regard to news representations of ethnic minorities, Pietikainen 
(2003: 587) asserts that these peoples are frequently described in articles that are partial and 
biased, and that they are usually less commonly mentioned than those concerning major 
ethnic groups. When ethnic minorities make it into the news, the topics typically include 
legislation (such as policing) and poverty-related issues. This painting of ethnic minorities 
in less than positive ways appears to be universal and promotes at worst racist sentiments 
(Pietikainen 2003: 587) and at best cultural misunderstandings, both of which leave more to 
be desired.  
 In Sarawak, my research concentrated on the English-language print media, and in 
particular, the daily broadsheet the Borneo Post
92
. According to Postill (2006: 76-77), there 
were 11 newspapers published in Sarawak in 1996, of which none were printed in the Iban 
language (and by conjecture, none were Iban-owned). He alleges that the daily Sarawak 
newspapers represent Dayak in two opposing ways; 1) as poor, helpless farmers in need of 
state-assistance for development, and ii) as picturesque cultural proponents whose traits are 
in need of protection and exposure to tourism (Postill 2006: 77). He goes on to make the 
gloomy observation that “Sarawak newspapers are, in sum, at the service of the state 
government and the wealthy allies” (Postill 2006: 78), implying that the news coverage is 
skewed towards political and business gains that are aligned to the powerful. Needless to 
say, the Iban of Sarawak, who are neither at the forefront of politics nor business, have little 
say over their representations in Sarawak newspapers.  
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 The Borneo Post based in Kuching is now the largest circulating English daily broadsheet in the whole of 
Borneo. The Post took over this position from the Sarawak Tribune, which was suspended in early 2006 when 
it published Danish cartoons that were deemed blasphemous.     
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 By and large, focusing on the visual representations of Iban people in the Borneo 
Post, I agree with Postill's assertions above.  
 
 
Figure 5.2.1 'Betenun' – A dying art of Iban community (Francis 2006: 23),  




Figure 5.2.2 Museum picks longhouse to film documentary (Anon 2006d: 2), 
The Borneo Post (newspaper), 24 September 2006, page 2 
 
 
Figure 5.2.1 and Figure 5.2.2 are scans of common articles that appear in the Borneo Post 
almost on a daily basis. These articles are aimed at informing the readers of the importance 
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of Iban culture and why some 'dying' aspects warrant 'saving'. In Figure 5.2.1, the 
importance of Iban weaving is expounded, with claims that its extinction would be 
detrimental to Iban culture. Figure 5.2.2 reports the Sarawak Museum‟s project of filming 
the Iban's traditional way of conflict resolution for future reference as some communities 
had already forgotten these practices already. In general, both articles feature photographs of 
the Iban in simple, rural settings and give the impression that these people are 'simple' folk 
whose culture has to be protected against the onslaught of modernisation. Seen another way, 
the articles insinuate that the Iban are incapable of maintaining their own cultural survival 
and that they need outsiders to assist them.  One could argue that these photographs, while 
trying to 'promote' Iban culture, highlight the marginal nature of Iban culture and imprint in 
the readers' minds that they are located not in the centre but the peripheries of Sarawak 
society.  
 The other theme in the photographs that feature Iban people in The Borneo Post is 
that concerning their colourful traditional outfits.  
 
 
Figure 5.2.3 Dancers in action (Anon 2006e: 3), 




Figure 5.2.4 We have the right moves (Anon 2006c: 2), 
The Borneo Post (newspaper), 18 September 2006, page 2 
 
 
Figure 5.2.5 Graceful (Anon 2006b: 5),  
The Borneo Post (newspaper), 16 September 2006, page 5 
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Figure 5.2.3 to Figure 5.2.5 are scans of photographs that are also commonly seen in The 
Borneo Post. These photographs depict Iban dancers, usually women (but notice the 
leftmost Iban male dancer in Figure 5.2.3) all decked out in their traditional outfits complete 
with accessories. With their radiant smiles and gracefulness, they nonetheless appear as 
demure subservient performers whose culture can be 'bought' and 'used' for the enjoyment of 
others. Like in Figure 5.2.1 and Figure 5.2.2, it can be argued that the photographs in Figure 
5.2.3 to Figure 5.2.5 are fundamentally used to highlight Iban culture in positive ways. 
However, casting a critical eye on such visual representations, I suggest that to the wider 
readership, they cement the peripheral nature of Iban people by depicting them in servile 
positions that aim to please as eye-catching performers when called upon. I had shown these 
newspaper clippings to an Iban woman working in a prominent heritage position in Kuching 
as part of my regular informal chats with her
93
. She said succinctly that these photographs of 
the so-termed Iban 'maidens' exploit their youth and beauty without empowering them at all.  
She likened them to the 'bimbos' who take part in beauty pageant contestants where looks 
matter more than intellect (see Figure 5.2.6 where a beauty-queen like Iban woman is posing 
with a pick-up truck for aesthetic reasons). She pointed out accurately that in most of these 
photographs, the Iban women are sidelined as mere performers who do not even deserve to 
have their names credited.     
 
                                                 
93
 Not only does she have a degree, which is relatively rare for Iban women, she also received her post-
graduate qualification from a foreign university in Europe. She however mentioned that if the Iban woman 
depicted is in control of the context, then she said that wearing the traditional Iban 'costume' is a good thing as 




Figure 5.2.6 Untitled. The Borneo Post (newspaper), 1 October 2006, page 5 
 
 
 In summary, such photographs of the Iban people imply that they are either in need 
of oversight because they are helpless to assist themselves or that the colourful parts of their 
culture can be easily commoditised for consumption. While some may argue that the Iban 
are painted in relatively good light in these photographs, I suggest that such images can be 
read negatively as well. In the context of Postill's (2006) assertion that Sarawak newspapers 
are biased towards the political and business elite, the photographs in Figure 5.2.1 to Figure 
5.2.6 act as reminders to the wider public that the Iban are not 'cultural brokers' but are 
instead 'cultural servants' whose cultural essence could be 'had' under the right 
circumstances.  
 To support my argument, one has only to look at how the political and business Iban 
elite are visually depicted in the Borneo Post. Indeed if the photographs of Iban people in 
traditional outfits are uplifting for their cultural status in Sarawak, it would be expectable 
that Iban politicians and business leaders would take a similar stance at least some of the 





Figure 5.2.7 Memories of Kuching (Anon 2006a: 2),  




Figure 5.2.8 Wedding reception (Anon 2006g: 7),  





Figure 5.2.9 Alexander Nanta Linggi (Anon 2008b: 50),  
Borneo Talk (newsletter), Vol. 9, 2008, page 50 
 
 
Figure 5.2.7 shows Deputy Chief Minister of Sarawak, Alfred Jabu, presenting a photograph 
album to the then Agung of Malaysia at the conclusion of the latter's trip to Sarawak. 
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Minister Jabu is arguably the most powerful Iban in Sarawak and is at the forefront of 
gaining Iban support for the state coalition ruling party that he is a part of. In the 
photograph, Minister Jabu is seen in a smart western suit and tie without a material cultural 
trace of his Iban ancestry
94
. Would it not give Iban readers pride to see their most powerful 
ethnic member dressed as a warrior during official duties? Such a question remains 
rhetorical as I cannot recall having seen Minister Jabu appear in Iban outfit on any occasion. 
Figure 5.2.8 features Minister for Social Development and Urbanisation William Mawan 
(standing on the right in the khaki-coloured suit and pink tie) at his daughter's church 
wedding. Like in the case of Minister Jabu, Minister Mawan, one of the Iban political elite, 
is dressed in a sharp suit with no signs of his ethnic identity (and neither can be found on 
any other Iban featured in that photograph). Featured in Figure 5.2.9 is Alexander nanta 
Linggi, who is the grandson of prominent Iban Tun Juggah who was mentioned in Chapter 
4. Mr Linggi is a Member of State Parliament who is serving a large constituency of rural 
Iban and also a well-known wealthy businessman in Sarawak. The two photographs of him 
show him in a western suit, posing in what is possibly the United National HQ in New 
York. I have on one occasion been lucky to have met and chatted with him when he visited 
the longhouse I was at for part of my fieldwork. During this chance meeting, and in all of 
the photographs I have seen of him, I have never seen him in anything other then western-
style clothing.    
 While it is tongue in cheek that I suggest that Iban ministers and wealthy scions of 
industries should dress in feathered headdresses and loincloths (or handwoven skirts) while 
in public so as to reflect their Iban ethnicity, the fact that they are depicted otherwise in the 
Borneo Post (and other newspapers) is telling. I suggest that such notable Iban people are 
portrayed in westernised clothing so as to set them apart as people of stature from those who 
are stature-less (and therefore in need of assistance from the former). Such photographs are 
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 Note however that the Agung (leftmost) and Head of Sarawak State (second from left) Salahuddin are 
wearing songkok (Malay male headdress) as symbols of their ethnicity. 
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highly visible images that separate the haves and the have nots in the Iban community. I 
showed some of the newspaper clippings to a male Iban farmer who lives on a remote 
longhouse four hours by road from Kuching. When I asked him why the photographs of 
Iban ministers and businessmen in newspapers invariably show them only in formal 
western-style clothing, he emphatically said that they are orang kaya, or 'rich people', 
implying that the rich Iban set themselves apart from the poor, uneducated Iban by dressing 
the part. Highlighting that the phrase 'power-dressing' is appropriate here, I also note that the 
opposite of power-dressing for the Iban – dressing in ethnic clothing – denotes a distinct 
lack of power in the business and political fields.  
 I will now move onto the visual representation of Iban people in contemporary 
books. Having examined how the Iban have been visually imaged in books up till the post-
World War 2 period, I came to the conclusion that Iban had been and still were depicted as 
„man the warrior‟ and „woman the domestic homemaker‟ or, more significantly, „sexual 
object‟, in both foreign books and also local media. I suggest that there were well-
documented ethnocentric, colonial contextual reasons for these depictions being perpetuated 
by western authors for western readers. However, I note that the local media (such as 
newspapers and locally printed magazines) also continued with the visual stereotypes of the 
Iban in the social and political context where the once proud and relatively powerful Iban 
were subsumed under the umbrella of Malay domination. As a minority in the newly-
formed Malaysia that was of no significant economic or political influence, the Iban were 
hence still being visually represented as a nameless, distanced, sexualised and voiceless 
ethnic group on the periphery. 
 For the most part, such a situation has not changed when I analysed the photographs 
of Iban people appearing in contemporary books. I shall begin with Vinson Sutlive's The 
Iban of Sarawak as it is one of the most popular 'textbooks' on Iban culture. The fact that it 
has gone through a reprint is testament to its usefulness as an introductory text on Iban 
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culture. In his own words, Sutlive (1992: 3) points out that the book is based on research 
conducted between 1969 and 1972. Looking at the scans of the black and white photographs 
in Figure 5.2.10 to Figure 5.2.12, the Iban featured look similar to those that I had analysed 
for the period of the formation of Malaysia. The setting seen here is decidedly rural, with 
Iban men and women engaged in traditional activities seemingly untouched by 
industrialisation. Such similarities are indeed to be expected, since Sutlive's own admission 
was that they came from fieldwork conduct in the late 1960s/early 1970s.  
 What I want to take issue with is that these dated photographs were not only used in 
the first edition of the book back in 1988, but were used again in the reprint in 1992. The 
photographs when first used in 1988 were taken nearly two decades earlier, and were nearly 
a quarter of a century old when the reprints were produced. In the latter, a new 'Epilogue' 
was added based on additional fieldwork conducted in 1984 and 1987, but the original 
photographs were reproduced untouched. Since the new entry was to update on the massive 
changes that had taken place in the site of fieldwork since the original research, I found it 
inconsistent that Sutlive had decided to leave the original photographs intact while adding 
no new photographs that directly addressed the changes to Iban culture. Even though I think 
that the original photographs were probably preserved in the 1992 edition to ensure 
academic integrity, I find that such an academic book – a ubiquitous one at that – is also 
helping sow the seeds of the continued visual stereotyping of Iban people. Going by the 
simple argument that 'If outdated photographs of Iban people are good enough for a notable 
academic book, then they must be good enough anywhere else', I argue that the preservation 
of academic integrity in The Iban of Sarawak is done at the expense of Iban cultural reality, 














Figure 5.2.12 Untitled. (Sutlive 1992: between 84 and 85) 
  
 The propensity to revert to the nostalgic, and hence authentic, Iban past appears to be 
a common theme in photographs appearing in contemporary academic books on the Iban 
despite my arguments why these publications ought not to participate in the continued 
visually stereotyping of the Iban people. Another prominent example is Trude Gavin who 
completed her PhD thesis on the Iban woven textile known as the pua in 1995 (Gavin 1995). 
Soon after, Gavin became the guest curator of a major pua exhibition in Los Angeles, 
America in 1996 and this also resulted in an exhibition catalogue The women's warpath 








Figure 5.2.13 After the hunt (Gavin 1996:16) 
 
Figure 5.2.14 Planting hill padi (Gavin 1996:17) 
242 
 
Figure 5.2.15 For the gawai sacrifice (Gavin 1996:18) 
 
Figure 5.2.13 and Figure 5.2.15 feature Iban men. In the former, the men are by the riverside 
cooking pork on an open fire. It is likely that the focus of the photograph is not the scenery 
nor the activity, but the tattoos that are clearly visible on several of the men's naked torsos. 
In the latter, the Iban men are photographed in the context of being ritual specialists and/or 
guardians of their traditional religion. Figure 5.2.14 shows women planting hill rice. Even 
though these three photographs are dated 1986, they could, if printed in black and white, 
pass off as Iban everyday scenes taken decades earlier during the mythical time deemed 
'authentic'. Moreover, Gavin juxtaposes two black and white photographs from the 1950s 
(see Gavin 1996: 10 and 20) showing women in the weaving process which further blurs the 
line between Iban culture in the past and the contemporary period. I presume that Gavin 
used the new, and older black and white photographs (but showing largely the same subject 
matters) so as to show the continuity between the weaving process in the past and the 
present. But I argue that the net effect of such juxtapositions and the maintenance of the 
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nostalgic flavour in her new photographs, under the umbrella of respectable scholarship, 
again perpetuate the myth that Iban culture today is stuck in the undetermined past and 
remains essentially unchanged. In its most damaging incarnation, such academic 
publications appear as instructional books targeting, and clouding the minds of, Malaysian 
school children, like the cover of the Malay-language book (part of a series on the ethnic 
groups of Malaysia) that is featured in Figure 5.2.16. Leaving aside the gross visual 
essentialisations contained within (for examples photographs like those featured in Sutlive 
1992 and Gavin 1996, and contents that hint little of the modernisation of Iban culture), the 
cover of the book already foretells of the myths of Iban culture that is being taught to school 
children. The three women featured in the middle photograph are all not Iban; judging by 
their outfits, the rightmost is Bidayuh (a Dayak group), the middle is Orang Ulu (a Dayak 
group) and the leftmost is most likely Minangkabau (a group from Sumatra, Indonesia). 
Alas, the bottommost photograph accurately depicts an Iban men and two Iban women 
dancing, but then again, they predictably appear as the one-dimensional warrior and 
performing beauty.  
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Figure 5.2.16 Orang Iban (Idris and Azzahra 1996: front cover) 
  
 If academic books and books that are meant to contain well-researched facts about 
Iban culture fall into the trap of eternising the visual stereotypes of Iban people (and some 
authors even mistaking other Dayak groups for being Iban as in Figure 5.2.16), such 
examples are of course also common in publications aimed at the general audience. I shall 
start with a publication that is from one of Sarawak's most popular tourist attractions, the 
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Sarawak Cultural Village. The village proudly calls itself a “living museum” that showcases 
the traditional houses and cultures of Sarawak's main ethnic groups (Reed 1998: 2) and 
plays host to more than 70,000 visitors annually. A visitor to the Village can wander into all 
the houses on display and be met within by ethnic actors (in appropriate traditional outfits) 
for informal guided tours of their dwellings. At fixed times of the day, the Village's award-
winning cultural performance troupe puts on a show in an auditorium that presents snippets 
of the dances of the ethnic groups represented in the Village. The issues of authenticity in a 
cultural-theme-park setting are of course complex and have been discussed at length in 
Muzaini's (1997) paper. Here, I focus on the photographs of the Iban people featured in the 




















Figure 5.2.17 Title page (Reed 1998: i)   




Figure 5.2.18 Untitled (Reed 1998: 15) 
 
Figure 5.2.17 shows the title page of the book. In the spirit of the ethnic theme park, the 
models pose in front of the artificial lake in the varied outfits of the different ethnic groups 
represented in the Village. Inside, the photographs of the Iban people featured can already 
be anticipated. On page 15 (seen in Figure 5.2.18), we are presented with the dolled-up 
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woman and man in traditional outfits. Perhaps as a concession to the expectations of the 
visitors who are in search of a welcoming time at the Village, the pair of models here is 
appropriately beaming from ear to ear. The two smaller photographs show elderly women 
performing household chores; one is cooking while the other is weaving. To emphasise the 
longstanding visual stereotypes of the Iban sexes, the text about Iban people reaffirms in the 
present tense that “Iban men are superb warriors and Iban women are superb weavers” 
(Reed 1998: 16, emphases mine), as if nothing has changed. Like I have discussed earlier 
about the visual representations of Iban people in tourism promotion, the Iban appearing in 
books that target the tourist necessarily conform to the already preexisting stereotypes of the 
Iban. When I interviewed Jane Lian Labang, General Manager of the Sarawak Cultural 
Village, in October 2006, she recounted that about 45% of the foreign tourists who come to 
the Village on package tours would go onto an upriver Iban longhouse safari, implying that 
the Village serves as a good introduction to authentic Dayak cultures. When I mentioned my 
observations that many aspects of the Village – from architecture to dances – appear 
watered-down to suit the tastes of tourists
95
 who may be none the wiser, she agreed with 
those charges but insisted that the liberal interpretations are meant to shield, not mislead, 
them from the harsh realities of living in longhouse communities (such as being 
overcrowded, isolated, messy, musty-smelling etc.). She offers the continuing success of the 
Village as proof that the theme-park concept works well for its visitors.   
 Moving onto another popular book, the following publication as popular media is a 
runaway success as I have seen it on the shelves in international bookshop chains not just in 
Malaysia but also Singapore, Taiwan and Melbourne, Australia. According to its own 
dedicated website (http://www.encyclopedia.com.my/), the Encyclopedia of Malaysia is a 
series of reference books said to be the largest Malaysian-directed reference publication 
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 Electric fans were installed in some longhouses to cool tourists off. The longhouses were immaculately kept 
and airy, unlike in reality. The troupe was staffed largely by Malays, and the dances were set to fast-paced 
electronic music and disco-lighting in an air-conditioned auditorium.   
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project to date. With ex-Prime Minister Mahathir as Patron, and the list of 'who's who' in 
Malaysian industry named as sponsors and prominent Malaysian academics as volume 
editors, the authority of this encyclopedia cannot be doubted. Each volume is dedicated to 
one aspect of 'Malaysiana' such as Plants, Animals, Early history, Government and politics, 
Performing arts etc. The volume I focus here is the twelfth in the series, Peoples and 
traditions. The Iban people warranted two separate entries: 'Iban society' and 'Iban values, 
















5.2.22 Iban values, beliefs and rituals (Kedit 2006b: 93) 
 
While the usage of the older black and white and newer coloured photographs featuring Iban 
men and women in traditional outfits are only to be expected for pages 90 to 93, I reiterate 
that their appearance together is liable to give the impression that the Iban 'past' and the 
'present' are part of a smooth continuity with little major disruptions. This is of course a 
visual illusion, and it is best explained by looking at the well-executed hand-drawn cross-
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section of the longhouse that spreads across pages 90 and 91. While the cross-section is an 
invaluable tool to show how such dwellings were like in the past, many of my informants – 
and my experience visting longhouses – told me that no such longhouses exist anymore. 
While wooden longhouses can still be found in remote areas in Sarawak
96
 or preserved 
privately in areas relatively closer to Kuching to serve as tourist attractions (Zeppel 1994), 
the exclusive use of natural materials depicted gives the false impression that this is the 
norm when displayed in this encyclopedic manner. One Iban man who works in Kuching in 
the hospitality industry complained emphatically when I showed him the drawing, “Where's 
the electricity?”. He was of course referring to the ubiquitous diesel generator-powered 
lights, television sets, karaoke machines etc. that are found in all longhouses, no matter how 
remote. The illusion of a well-preserved non-changing pre-industrialised Iban lifestyle 
spreads also to pages 92 to 93. Nowhere in the photographs or text suggest that most Iban 
have concerted to Christianity and most of the rituals have either been adapted to suit the 
new religion or discontinued. Again, if these newer coloured photographs are to be reprinted 
in black and white instead, no one would be wiser as to the dates they were actually 
snapped. Thus the facade of Iban culture being static (and specifically frozen in a time 
before the 1950s/60s), as propounded by the two entries on the Iban written by a Malaysian 
expert for this authoritative encyclopedia, is complete.   
 
5.3  Agency in Representing the Iban Self 
 
I have on purpose said nothing about the 'Malaysian expert' who wrote the two Iban entries. 
He is none other than Dr Peter Kedit who is not just a prominent Iban but one who is 
acknowledged as an expert in all things Iban
97
. A closer reading of what I had written about 
the two encyclopedic entries would imply that Kedit had complicity in perpetuating this 
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 I was told that by default, any new Iban longhouses are now built with bricks, cement and zinc roofs, as they 
not only last longer, but are also cheaper, than ironwood (the traditional material). 
97
 Dr Kedit completed his PhD in Iban migration at Australian National University. He was also an ex-Director 
of the Sarawak Museum. I met him at a conference in Kota Kinabalu in Sabah in 2008, and what struck me 
was how other participants were so deferential towards him because he is the 'Iban culture' expert.    
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false (but romantic?) image of the unchanging Iban (his own ethnic group) despite 
overwhelming evidence otherwise. Going by the other entries in that volume on other 
minority ethnic groups throughout Malaysia such as the Orang Alsi and other Dayak groups, 
I would like to point out that the illusions of cultural stasis also shroud all their cultures, not 
just the Iban. In which case it would be prudent to give Kedit the benefit of the doubt and 
perhaps suggest that editorial pressures dictated such depictions. In this section, I discuss the 
complex issue of Iban agency in visually depicting the Self largely for the consumption of 
other Iban. The curious mix of visual representations that I will refer to – spanning those in 
the past and the present – thankfully show that Kedit's (2006a and 2006b) images of Iban 
people are not the norm, and that the Iban themselves complicate the issue of the visual 
stereotyping of their people (by the Other) by straddling the divide between traditionality 
and modernity in the various ways they use agency to visually represent Self.  
 A case study by Suzanne Brenner (1996) on the Javanese Muslim women's choice of 
Islamic-style and non-Islamic-style clothing presents interesting issues for my analysis here. 
Brenner (1996: 673, 685) says that for Javanese women who choose to wear Islamic-style 
clothing – she terms this the 'veil' but does not imply the face-cover but more an allusion to 
clothing that may cover the hair and/or is loose-fitting etc. – do so conscientiously to 
symbolise a rebirth into Islamic piousness. This form of clothing not only signals a 
departure from an internal non-pious Self, but also shows externally the same message. 
Importantly, then, the Islamic-style clothing serves as a visual indicator of how this person 
is to be perceived by the Other. For example, sporting Islamic-style attire may hamper a 
woman's advancement at work since this form of clothing in Java is sometimes perceived by 
the Other as a form of Islamic fanaticism (Brenner 1996: 675, 688) which is not suitable in 
the contemporary workplace. While much of Brenner's research is concerned with the face-
to-face interactions of women clad in Islamic-style clothing and the Other, she also 
mentions how photographs of those similarly clad can illicit the same reactions. A 
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company's promotional calendar that she had analysed includes a photograph which shows 
two women wearing Islamic-style clothing while attending a Yogyakarta royal ritual that is 
more culturally Hindhu-Javanese than it is religious in the Islamic sense. Reading the 
suggestive power of the photograph closely, Brenner (1996: 680) concludes that the mild 
disapproval on the faces of the two women, combined with their outward appearance of 
religious piousness and the fact that they are walking away from the scene, imply that the 
ritual depicted is a deviation from Islam and it should be literally frowned upon. The visual 
representation of the two women suggests, then, that their rejection of the ritual does not 
stem from personal reasons but from the Islamic standpoint – and therefore should be shared 
by all Indonesian Muslims – instead. The suggestiveness of how Iban people choose to 
present themselves through photography is no less powerful.  
 Starting with the basic premise that the Self is “flexible and pliable” (Layder 2004: 
7), I find that there are two main ways in which Iban people present their Self through visual 
representation, namely photography. The first is projecting an image of modernity and 
second, one of traditionality. As I have already mentioned earlier, Iban people holding 
influential social and/or political status would normally choose to be pictured in westernised 
formal clothing, so as to project the appropriate air of authority. I also find that when Iban 
people choose to represent themselves in photographs meant for the Iban audience, 




Figure 5.2.23 Advertisement.  





Figure 5.2.24 Advertisement of CDs.  






Figure 5.2.25 Interviews.  
In Kesulai (Iban-language magazine, Vol. 4, 2006: 10) 
 
 
Figure 5.2.23 to Figure 5.2.25 come from two popular entertainment magazines in Iban 
langauge that are published monthly by Iban-owned companies in Sarawak for the Iban 
audience. These magazines, unlike the previous examples taken from books and 
newspapers, are good instances where the Iban exercise agency in choosing not just textual 
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contents targeting the Iban community at large but also the posing/selection of photographs 
of their Iban subjects for the Iban audience. Figure 5.2.23 is an announcement for an Iban 
concert to be held in Sibu (a major town five hours drive from Kuching). Figure 5.2.24 is an 
advertisement for four CDs from Iban pop singers. Figure 5.2.25 features interviews with 
the 'Iban-on-the-street'. All images share one thing in common: All the Iban subjects are 
dressed exclusively in westernised clothing and accessories, devoid of any of the feathered 
headdresses, loincloths, tattoos, handwoven skirts, shield and blowpipes that are frequently 
seen in the stereotypical images mentioned earlier. I assume that these Iban were able to 
control and decide what clothes they would wear for their photographic shoots, and hence 
their attires can be read as conscientious choices over traditional Iban outfits and 
accessories. I read this departure as the subjects' rebirth (borrowing the term from Brenner 
1996) into the realm of modernity as acts of rejection of their stereotypical visual 
representations. According to Habermas' (1987, cited in Brenner 1996: 681) assertion, the 
modern age is characterised by “the self-consciousness of those who define themselves and 
their age against the past and in anticipation of the future; to turn toward the future is 
simultaneously to deny the past's hold on the present”. Borrowing from this idea, one can 
then read that the Iban in Figure 5.2.23 to Figure 5.2.25, through their agency in presenting 
themselves in such a manner, are aligning themselves more towards modernity (the present 
and the future) than traditionality (the past).     
 These acts of visual rebirthing are common for all the interviewees I had spoken 
with. Both the professional and rural-based Iban I had spoken with are aware that wearing 
their traditional outfits under certain circumstances would be disadvantageous. Tongue-in-
cheek, I asked quite a few male Iban professionals why they did not wear their loincloths to 
work. They mostly reacted to this question goodnaturedly, and said jokingly that they would 
be kicked out of the office if they did so, much like Jingkoi's predicament highlighted in 
Figure 5.1.1. Like in Brenner's (1996) example, the wearing of traditional Iban outfits to 
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work in a contemporary office would be seen as counter-productive to a westernised office 
culture.  
 Even in a rural setting, the Iban are also aware that other Iban would judge what they 
are wearing as a sign of how rural/cosmopolitan they are. During my fieldwork, I stayed for 
a short period at a remote longhouse within the Batang Ai artificial lake. One Sunday, we 
headed to the nearby town of Sri Aman that was the site of an annual carnivalesque festival 
complete with food and games stalls, live music on stage etc. My hosts, both full-time 
farmers, usually wear tattered old t-shirts and shorts, and rubber slippers, on a daily basis 
while working on the hills behind their longhouse or fishing in the lake. On this occasion, he 
had taken care to wear an ironed collared shirt paired with a pair of pressed long trousers 
while she was dressed in a colourful top and had taken time to comb and pin her hair neatly. 
Recalling how they had taken the time to straighten their clothes and hair after getting out of 
the longboat after a 30 minute ride from the longhouse (after which we transferred to a van 
for the 30 minute ride into Sri Aman), I became aware how relevant Goffman's (1959 and 
1974, cited in Miller and Arnold 2001) observations are: People in general need to display 
the Self as 'acceptable' in the eyes of the others. In the setting of the urbanised space of Sri 
Aman, one can argue that my hosts were eager to steer away from the negative image of 
being country bumpkins and hence the focus on dressing 'modern', a style which is deemed 
to be acceptable for town but unsuitable for the hard work at the rural longhouse. Indeed, I 
noticed that day in Sri Aman that the many thousands of Iban who had congregated for the 
festivities were almost without exception immaculately dressed in their Sunday best, so to 
speak. Beyond that, many of the make-shift stalls that day were also selling up-to-date 
fashion wear and accessories such as sunglasses, colouful sneakers and leather belts with 
big buckles, suggesting that the demand for such items were high. If I may oversimplify, the 
need to appear stylishly modern in the urban setting appears to be a pan-Iban trait.   
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 However, to complicate matters, the photography of the Iban Self also extends to the 
the other end of the spectrum of dressing modern. Under certain circumstances, some Iban 
voluntarily dress themselves up, and be photographed, in their traditional outfits. To be 
willingly dressed traditionally may invite others to summise that that Iban is backward but I 
see this also as an act of rebirth as described by Brenner (1996). While her 'rebirth' points to 
a unidirectional passage from the not-so-pious to the pious when Javanese Muslim women 
don the Islamic-style clothes, I suggest that for the Iban, the rebirthing process in the visual 
representation of Self works bidirectionally: The projection of modernity and traditionality 
separately, depending on the occasion. Being reborn as either a traditionally- or modernly-
dressed Iban implies, using Goffman's (1959 and 1974, cited in Miller and Arnold 2001) 
theory of appearing acceptable, that the Iban find occasions where being deemed 
cosmopolitan or traditional can both be acceptable. A good example of a setting where 









Figure 5.2.26 Advertisement of a marriage, 




Figure 5.2.27 Large photograph of the newly wed couple featured in Figure 5.2.26, 
displayed in front of the hotel banquet hall where the dinner was held (taken from the 
blogsite desmondjerukan.com)  
 
 
Figure 5.2.26 is a marriage announcement that appeared in The Borneo Post on 30 
September 2006. Such advertisements are usually accompanied by photographs of the 
newlyweds and are a popular way, as I was told by an Iban informant, for middle-class Iban 
to announce the union of their children. In this case, the bride, Sharon, is Iban while the 
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groom, Abang, is Bidayuh
98
 (one of the bigger ethnic groups in Sarawak). But purely by 
looking at the black and white photograph featuring the quintessential attire for a western 
wedding – all-white gown and black tuxedo – one would be hard pressed to guess the 
ethnicity of the elegant, but generic-looking, newlyweds. In the context of the wide 
readership of the newspaper, it can be assumed that this form of advertising is a effective 
way to appear 'acceptable', since the relatively high status of the parents of the newlyweds 
can be inferred from the western fashion (read 'progressive‟ instead of „backward') depicted 
in the photograph. Indeed, based on my reading of the Sarawak newspapers, the poor Iban 
living in the urban and rural areas do not have this practice of advertising their unions 
through the mass media (likely to be due to the costs involved and also the lack of reach of 
the newspapers for those living in rural areas). Based on my analysis of Figure 5.2.23 to 
Figure 5.2.25, it would be easy to conclude that for the newlyweds, and their families, the 
western wedding attire is an obvious attempt at appearing stylishly modern so as to 
communicate their social standings in the eyes of their families and friends.  
 However, such weddings are also occasions for the Iban to be reborn into 'tradition'. 
While the need to appear modern is important, it would seem that this may appear as a form 
of alienation and/or distance from one's proud Iban culture. Keeping in mind the lofty 
positions of the Iban in both pre- and post-independent Malaysia, the Iban's pride in their 
culture cannot be denied. But because of modernisation, much of the wellspring of this pride 
– projected through material culture, specifically heirlooms – is no longer visible on a day to 
day basis. So while it would be impractical for an Iban to go to work in a feathered or silver 
headdress, the wedding then becomes the appropriate occasion for an Iban family to be 
reborn into what they deem as traditional Iban culture by a lavish outward show of 
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  From my interviews, I gather that inter-ethnic group are common, and many young Iban claim one parent or 
grandparent to be from other Dayak groups. Indeed, Iban-Chinese marriages are also not infrequent. One of the 
longhouses I visited along the Rejang River had 40+ families living there, and two of these are headed by 
Chinese men who had married Iban women. In both instances, the children were being raised as Iban, as they 
are sent to the local school and are conversant in Iban and not the Chinese dialects of their fathers. 
Interestingly, the two Chinese men, who were conversant in Iban and also Mandarin, had also willingly 
submitted to the Iban adat (local customs) of the longhouse.   
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heirlooms. I see this rebirth as Iban agency in reminding the Self and Other of the once 
proud status of the Iban (during the colonial period, in particular). In Figure 5.2.27, Sharon 
is wearing silver ornaments from head to waist. Her necklace and belt are made from rare 
old Sarawak coins, and she wears the appropriate textiles underneath
99
. The aim of the look, 
I was told by some informants, was to overwhelm the viewer with the lavish display of the 
family's material wealth. Such a display is so important at Iban weddings that the bride's 
family, in particular, would either rent or borrow the accessories and textiles from family 
and friends if their own collection is deemed to be not up to scratch for outside scrutiny. The 
need to appear regal at the wedding has not stopped some not so wealthy Iban families (who 
cannot afford to buy or do not have sufficient contacts to borrow such accessories) as they 
now turn to wedding boutiques in the towns around Sarawak to rent the required objects for 
the photo-shoot and ceremony. Such an attire, complex and lavish it may be, is only worn 
fleetingly, but the wedding portraits like in Figure 5.2.27 are, long after the church 
ceremony and wedding banquet are over, proudly displayed at home as a visual legacy of 
one's link to the regality of Iban culture.  
 Outside the context of weddings, the Iban also exercise agency in dressing up 
traditionally in other occasions.   
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Figure 5.2.28 Frontpage.  





Figure 5.2.29 Winners of traditional outfits competition.  




Figure 5.2.30 CD cover  










Figure 5.2.31 Comic strip.  
In Tebilang (Iban-language magazine, Vol. 2, 2007: 34) 
 
 
One of the more common instances are beauty competitions, usually held in June during the 
Gawai or New Year festivities, where Iban contestants, judged by fellow Iban, dress up in 
their traditional finest. While such competitions usually target the women (see Figures 
5.2.28/29), contests where men dress up as warriors are also held, as seen in Figure 5.2.29. 
Like in wedding photographs, contestants take great care to ensure that their outfits are 
accurate in reflecting the appropriate material culture and styles of the regions they 
represent. Also like how the families draw pride from wedding photographs, the longhouses 
from which the winning contestants come from take great satisfaction from the wins as 
signs of being authorities on traditional dress. When I lent this particular magazine Tebilang 
volume 2 to the male Iban staff at the Kuching hotel where I stayed at when I was on 
fieldwork in Kuching, they enthusiastically surveyed not just the beauty of the female 
contestants but also the accuracy of their outfits and accessories. To these Iban male readers, 
the need for the contestants to be beautiful is a given, but so is the necessity for the 
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authenticity of their ensemble. In chatting with these Iban men, they said that a pretty Iban 
woman is not enough to be a subject of idolisation; she must also be a well-skilled 
“traditional” (their specific word) woman. 
 Just like in Figure 5.2.5 where the image of the traditionally-dressed Iban beauty is 
used in advertising (albeit to sell a product that has no relation to the Iban), the Iban also use 
such images to sell distinctively Iban products such as karaoke CDs of songs in Iban 
language (as seen in Figure 5.2.30) and the Iban-language magazine shown in Figure 5.2.28 
that uses the photograph of beauty contest winners as the coverpage. Using such visual 
representations of Iban people in advertising, I argue, is a way for these Iban businesses to 
inform the would-be Iban consumers of their authentic Iban flavour. Just like how a 
restaurant serving French food may prouldly advertise that the chef is authentically French, 
this visual 'stamp of internal ethnic approval' then becomes a sign of authenticity to bolster 
confidence for internal Iban consumption.  
 In a more humourous, but no less poignant, way, the Iban also caricature their 
stereotypes that the Other harbours of them. In Figure 5.2.31, the comic strip on top 
grapples with the Iban's ubiquitous desire to appear fashionable. The four men each 
represents the essentialised male fashion of one decade, starting from the 1950s to the 
present. While such images may be inferred to reflect the adaptable mindsets of Iban people 
when it comes to change, I read them partly as the artist's lament of the Iban who seek 
unidirectional rebirth into modernity at the expense of traditionality. One the other hand, the 
comic strip at the bottom of Figure 5.2.31 presents an unorthodox look at the typical visual 
representation of the Iban male. The comic blatantly pokes fun at the oversized westerner 
who requested for an authentic Iban hand-tapped tattoo experience
100
 but opted for a 
contemporary Mickey Mouse design instead. My interest here is in how the Iban tattooist is 
portrayed. He is shirtless, has several tattoos and a paunch, and a traditional 'bowl-shaped' 
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 These tattoos are made by pricking the skin with wooden needle points dipped in ink made from soot. 
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haircut which is made fun of today as a sign of the quintessential Iban bumpkin. One may 
conclude that the Iban artist is insulting his own people by essentialising and making fun of 
the way they look. However, I would like to think that such an awareness of the visual 
stereotypes that the Other has of the Iban is actually empowering, especially since it implies 
that it allows the Iban to master the manipulation of acceptable appearances (both modern 
and traditional) for different audiences and occasions.  
 
5.4 Chapter Summary 
In summary, Iban agency in the duality of appearances (such as in Iban weddings) is directly 
indicative of their awareness of the multiplicity of the Self, which is defined as “flexible and 
pliable” (Layder 2004: 7). So in the case of the Iban,  Goffman's (1959 and 1974, cited in 
Miller and Arnold 2001) assertion that it is human nature to appear as an 'acceptable person' 
does not refer to appearances in a singular style, but appearances in multiple styles, as 
dictated by the occasion. This pliability in the visual representation of Self is complex, as 
the Iban seemingly indulge in looking not just modern but also in appearing as what can be 
deemed derogatory images of colonial racism. This complexity is, however, not 
contradictory. Just like Mustafa's (2002: 173) essay on how the people in Dakar, Senegal 
appropriate popular photography, I suggest that the agency in the pliability in appearances 
shows how Iban “...bodies and selves, once subjugated within a colonial imaginary, have 
been reclaimed and reformed through postcolonial strategies of self-invention”. On the one 
hand, rather than seeing the Iban as blindly conforming to external stereotypes of colonial 
origin when they dress traditionally, it can be said that they are instead appropriating what 
was originally theirs to start with, and using them in contexts to reaffirm their unbroken and 
continued links to their ancestry. On the other hand, Iban people who present themselves in 
the image of westernised cosmopolitan citizens are not rejecting their own culture, but are 
rather affirming that Iban culture is flexible enough to adopt and adapt external cultural 
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influences for their own gain as and when necessary. If it is accurate that the “...body is the 
key site for developing various ideologies of propriety, civility and elegance” as pointed out 
by Mustafa (2002: 178), then the Iban, through their agency in representing the Self 
visually, are masters in appearing proper, civil and elegant in both traditional and modern 
external projections of Self. The Iban claim their places as both inheritors of a proud 
ancestry and a cosmopolitan outlook by imaging themselves in the, not contradictory but 






















Chapter 6  Iban Visual Representations; Some Special Considerations  
In the previous chapters I have discussed the visual representations of Iban people across 
time and space. Right from the time that Iban people have been imaged in books when the 
Brookes were still in power, to the time when Malaysia gained independence, the Iban have 
been largely voiceless in how they appeared in print. They were featured in books and 
magazines, but it is doubtful in many instances – if not all – if they had any say over how 
they posed or were presented due to the prevailing colonists-colonised contexts of the era. 
The stereotypes of the Iban man as warrior and the Iban woman as homemaker or trophy 
beauty – both depicted as 'authentic' jungle dwellers in traditional clothes – appearing in the 
1960s are largely similar to those that first surfaced in the century before. In the present, I 
have shown that while the well-established visual stereotypes of the Iban are still abundant, 
the Iban do choose between the stereotypical outfits and poses, and modern, westernised 
outfits, depending on the occasion.   
 In Chapters 3, 4 and 5, I have examined closely the contexts under which the 
discussed Iban images had been produced and consumed. In my research, however, I 
discovered that the contexts under which the present-day Iban images are produced and 
consumed are more complex than before. The Iban in the colonial and immediate 
postcolonial periods were subjugated minorities and therefore were understandably 
portrayed in visual representations that can be deemed to be less than positive. On the offset, 
it would have been logical to suggest that since the Iban and their stereotypical visual 
representations would have been discarded both by the non-Iban and the Iban today
101
, this 
is clearly not the case, as shown in Chapter 6. In this chapter, I will continue to investigate 
the present day visual representations of the Iban people with special attention to why they 
continue to be visually represented as they were before Malaysia's independence. 
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 Hypothetically, the non-Iban would have abandoned stereotypical Iban visual representations for the sake 
of political correctness, and the Iban too would have done so as they would have by now been empowered – 
after 50 years of Malaysian imdependance – sufficiently to reject these stereotypes. 
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6.1  Iban: A touristic culture?     
In the course of my archival research, I handled old and new books, newspapers, glossy 
tourist brochures, black and white postcards etc. while scouring for images of Iban people in 
the public domain. Thinking back, it appears that the majority of these images were printed 
in the contemporary period (from 1980s to now). This is to be expected, with the 
improvements to printing technology and the lower costs of publications, and the general 
explosion in printed materials compared to decades ago. Furthermore, the majority of these 
images appear in travel-related platforms such as pamphlets, banners and guide books. The 
ubiquity of images of the stereotypical Iban  – traditionally dressed, and therefore easy to 
identify – appearing in tourism platforms leads me to conclude that anyone who is going to 
encounter a visual representation of the Iban nowadays would likely do so through a 
tourism-related medium. A case in point: Conduct a search of 'Iban Sarawak' in any web 
search engine and it would return hundreds of travel-related business websites or personal 
websites such as travel blogs that feature images of Iban people (see also the images 
previously discussed in Chapter 5). I would go to the extent of saying that the profusion of 
two-dimensional images of Iban people – mostly tourism related – in the past 20 years 
outnumbers all the images previously printed in the public domain since the 1800s. What 
does this ubiquity of Iban images in the realms of tourism offer by way of our understanding 
of the Iban people today?  
 Before I elaborate on the answer, I will address the issue of social exclusion and the 
Iban. As mentioned earlier, the Iban went from a relatively high status in a pre-Malaysia 
Sarawak as revered Dayak tribe to the relatively lower status of an ethnic minority in a state 
far from the political centre in Kuala Lumpur. With a proud heritage of being the most 
populous ethnic group in Sarawak and also one who worked alongside the Brookes to bring 
it peace for 100 years from 1841 to 1941, Iban culture became subsumed under a wider 
Peninsular-Malaysia/Malay-centered nationalism when Sarawak joined to union. Despite 
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becoming full-fledged Malaysians, Iban culture and heritage became sidelined by the 
majority-minority dichotomy in what is known as “heritage dissonance” (Timothy and 
Prideaux 2004: 217). This implies a situation in which the politically powerful intentionally 
leaves out certain aspects of a country's heritage and history, usually the uncomfortable or 
simply deemed unimportant parts, while promoting the discourse of the more powerful 
and/or majority. Boulanger's (2002) research and the information from my informants have 
shown that the notion that the Iban are “second class bumiputera” - that they feel that they 
are not as important as Malay-Muslim bumiputera who are deemed “first class bumiputera” 
– is common among the Iban.  
 Moving away from anectdotal evidence, my perusing of online newspapers from 
Peninsular Malaysia over the past few years has somewhat confirmed this regarding the 
Iban. Iban people, and news from Sarawak in general, are hardly reported in the major 
Peninsular daily English newspapers such as The Star and New Straits Times. Indeed, these 
Peninsular dailies are not available everywhere Kuching, perhaps as an indication of the low 
demand. Anecdotally, an Iban informant said tongue-in-cheek that there was no need to 
refer to these Peninsular newspapers as they would not teach me anything about the Iban.
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In terms of visual representations, even if Iban people are depicted visually in these articles, 
the photographs usually depict the Iban warrior/maiden stereotype (such as in Figure 
5.1.1.5) or as poor rural victims of some natural or human-made disaster. Beyond the Iban-
heritage dissonance in Peninsular newspapers, a senior Iban civil servant in the Sarawak 
state government confided in me that he is resentful that he was not taught in school about 
the colourful history of the Iban people. Due to a standardised nationwide syllabus, students 
everywhere in Malaysia learn more about political/historical struggles of the Malay people 
in the Peninsular rather than colonial history and ethnic relations in East Malaysia. Much of 
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 However, he did say that every few years, the Iban are sure to be featured in Peninsular newpapers when 
cabinet ministers criss-cross Sarawak in order to garner votes for the fiver-yearly general elections. He was of 
course alluding to the fact that the Iban vote is important to the mainland ruling coalition in not losing its grip 
on Sarawak.    
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what he had learnt about Iban history he had done so on his own and only in adulthood, and 
he lamented that young Iban students nowadays are more familiar with Peninsular history 
than they are with that of their own backyard. It would then not be exaggerating to say that 
on the national stage, Iban people are hardly mentioned (or visually represented) in most 
aspects of daily life.   
  In the context of this Iban-heritage dissonance within the wider Malaysian 
discourse, I would like to raise an anomaly: Iban people are ubiquitous in tourism 
advertisements that promote Malaysia as a whole. With Iban people hardly featuring in 
nationwide platforms such as school syllabi and national newspapers, it is indeed then 
surprising that the Iban as a tourism icon is able to literally stand side-by-side with his/her 



























Figure 6.1.5 Visit Malaysia 2007 tourist-promotion compact disc  
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Figure 6.1.1 shows a photograph of five Malaysian women that has been used extensively 
for tourist promotion starting in the mid-2000s. This photograph has been replicated 
numerous times in print advertisements, websites, banner/posters, TV commercials not just 
in Malaysia but across the globe. The catchy slogan accompanying the advertisements is 
'Malaysia, truly Asia'. Starting from the left, easily identified by their stereotypical ethnic 
outfits, is an Iban, an Indian, a Malay, a Chinese and a Kadazan from the other East 
Malaysian state of Sabah. Even though dressed uniquely, their similar height, broad smile, 
gently tilting head and hand gesture (that of a 'touching-the-heart' welcome) implies that 
though they come from ethnic groups within Malaysia, they stand as one (visual) 
representation of Malaysian multi-ethnic togetherness or “unity in diversity” (see Yaapar 
2005 who analyses this “Malaysia Truly Asia” advertisement campaign). Figure 6.1.2 is a 
Tourism Malaysia advertisement in the Singapore Straits Times dated 19 June 2007
103
, and 
has a similar composition as Figure 6.1.1: From left to right are a Kadazan, a Chinese, a 
Malay, an Indian and an Iban male warrior. To read further into these two photographs, it 
can be safely suggested that since the Malay women dominate the favoured central positions 
within the groups, the relative importance of the Malay ethnic group (both numerical 
superiority and the wider political/social influence they wield) is also greater than those of 
the others. Of secondary importance, therefore, are the Indian and Chinese standing 
immediately by the sides of the Malay women. Of even lower statuses are the Iban and 
Kadazan models who are the furtherst from the Malay women in the centre. However the 
most interesting aspect of the more common photograph featured in Figure 6.1.1 remains its 
uniformity; the five similarly-sized women in similar poses look as if they represent all the 
ethnic groups in Malaysia and that each woman – and the ethnic group she represents – 
appears to constitute an equal 20% of Malaysia's total population. If read this way, the two 
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photographs are very misleading
104
; at only 500,000+ strong, the Iban constitute only about 
2% of Malaysia's total population, far from the 20% that the photograph appears to imply. 
When I interviewed Idris Osman, then the state director of Tourism Malaysia of Sarawak, in 
September 2006 he emphasised that the Iban are integral to the promotion of cultural 
tourism not only within Sarawak, but also Malaysia on the whole. He explained that while it 
was important that the Iban, and less so other Dayak groups, exudes it “ethnic power” to 
draw tourists to Sarawak, such visitors tended to use Kuala Lumpur as the gateway to 
Sarawak, therefore bringing vital tourist-dollars to the Peninsular also. As shown in Figure 
6.1.3 to Figure 6.1.5
105
, the visual representations of the Iban ethnic minority are featured 
prominently not just in the promotion of Sarawak as a tourist destination but also on 
national-level promotional materials that aim to bring tourists into Malaysia in general. The 
follow-up question that needs to be answered is why then does Malaysia so aggressively 
promote the Iban as tourism icons, even though they are truly an ethnic minority of the 
smallest proportions (at 2% of the total Malaysian population) and of seeming unimportance 
on the national stage (as shown in their general absence from national platforms such as 
nationwide dailies and school syllabi)?  
 As mentioned earlier, the Iban and their rural lifestyle serve as important tourist 
attractions for Sarawak, and Malaysia as a whole. With the tourists in Kuching that I had 
spoken with, all international tourists and most domestic leisure travelers mentioned to me 
that experiencing Iban culture was part of their reason for visiting Sarawak. That the Iban is 
such a magnet for foreign tourists (and some domestic ones) makes it no surprise that the 
Iban woman – and the minute ethnic group she represents – is able to stand shoulder to 
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 On another matter, the photographs imply that the women are wearing everyday outfits, which is of course 
misleading as most of these clothings are worn only during special occasions for these ethnic groups (and even 
then not all within the ethnic groups wear such outfits). Again, my Iban informants questioned the ethnicity of 
the woman posing as the Iban in Figure 6.1.1. They are adamant that she looks more Malay/Eurasian than 
Iban. 
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 In Figure 6.1.3, three Iban women in traditional outfits are dancing in what appears to be a street carnival. 
In Figure 6.1.5, the second framed-photograph from the right shows a line of Iban women dressed in 
traditional outfits dancing. 
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shoulder as Malaysian ethnic icons in international tourism advertisements like Figure 6.1.1 
(and similarly with the Iban man in Figure 6.1.2). However, when I analysed the fine lines 
embedded in the such visual representations, this overemphasis of the numerically-
insignificant Iban vis-a-vis the other numerically-significant ethnic groups in Malaysia 
suggested to me something akin with Michel Picard's analysis of tourism in Bali.  
    According to Picard (1993, 1996), most researchers tend to think about tourism as 
something that 'happens to' Bali and that the Balinese are passive 'receivers' of the impact of 
tourism. Rejecting the Balinese's purported passivity as mere objects of tourists' desires, 
Picard (1993: 72-73) argues that 
 ...tourism should be conceived not as the irruption of an external force striking Bali 
from without, but as a process transforming Balinese society from within... Seen in 
this light, Balinese culture is the product of a dialogic interaction between the 
Balinese people and significant others: not only the tourists, but also the artists and 
scholars who contributed to composing the touristic image of Bali...  
 
Based on this analysis, Picard suggests that the the Bali culture is a 'touristic' one. While 
tourists do come to Bali and bring changes to the culture, the Balinese, argues Picard, are 
not passive victims of 'touristification' but are instead actively shaping their culture 
alongside the changes brought there by the tourists. The situation is one where the Balinese's 
'giving to' and 'taking from' tourists are so extensive that one cannot study Balinese culture 
independent of the effects of tourism. A particularly intriguing example is the Kecak dance 
that is performed for tourists every evening across Bali. While the dance is inspired by the 
Hindu epic Ramayana and is performed entirely by locals (i.e. everything about it has a 
Balinese 'flavour'), the origins of the dance is not entirely 'Balinese'. Walter Spies, a German 
painter who resided in Bali in the 1930s, had taken an existing all-male chanting ritual and 
made it into an entertaining act for tourists. However, after decades of being a Balinese 
performance, this 'foreign constructed' dance has become an indelible part of Balinese 
culture, blurring the line between what is 'authentically' Balinese and what aspects of 
Balinese culture are actually foreign imports. 
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 While I am not suggesting that the impact of tourism on the Iban people is as great as 
that on the Balinese
106
, I argue that Figure 6.1.1 to Figure 6.1.5 strongly suggest that even 
though it is rather premature to label Iban culture as a touristic one because more research 
needs to be done, the national tourism strategy appears to be pushing Iban culture in that 
direction.  
 Let me use the encounter that I had mentioned right in the beginning of this thesis to 
illustrate the link I am trying to make between the Iban and Picard's touristic culture. I was 
visiting Sarawak for the first time, and like most tourists, I signed up for an overnight 
package to a rural Iban longhouse for the experience. I had only returned to Singapore from 
my university studies in Australia seven months prior, and my anthropological training had 
given me inquisitive, yet cynical, eyes that I used to scan for authenticity (or the lack of). 
After a long ride in a van into the Sarawak countryside, the hour-long boat ride along a 
small river confirmed that I was indeed getting further away from civilisation and further 
into a realm of Iban 'authenticity'. When I finally reached the longhouse, I, unlike Arno 
Linklater that I had referred to early in Chapter 1, was prepared for the signs of modernity 
that was to be seen everywhere; objects such as outboard motors hanging on the verandah, 
plastic containers and bags, and refrigerators. I had even expected to see the Iban here 
dressed like how people did in humid Singapore (i.e. in cotton t-shirts and shorts). I was 
walking around the longhouse shooting with my camera when I met an old man dressed in a 
t-shirt and shorts
107
. I photographed him without his knowing but once he saw my camera, 
he did something I had not expected. I had thought that he would hide from me or even 
chide me for intruding into his privacy. But without any prompting, he removed his t-shirt 
and started talking about the tattoos that covered his wrinkly torso. He also put on a woven 
grass-leaf hat and even turned around so that I could shoot the tattoos on his back. My tour 
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 According to www.tourismindonesia.com, Bali saw 1.6 million international visitors in 2007, with is much 
more than the international tourists who visit Sarawak annually. Also, tourism in Bali has been promoted for 
several decades, unlike in Sarawak where tourism activity had picked up only from the 1980s.    
107
 These were the days before digital photography and my camera used film. During my move into a new 
home in 1999, I unfortunately lost both photographs and negatives.  
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guide translated that the old man was talking about the importance of the tattoos not only as 
parts of his personal history but also to that of Iban identity as well. He lamented that young 
Iban men today did not 'earn' their tattoos and instead opted for non-Iban symbols like the 
Superman 'S' symbol. He goodnaturedly posed and chatted with me for a good 10-15 
minutes before I moved elsewhere. 
 Reflecting now on this episode, there were also similar situations that I had 
encountered during my fieldwork in Sarawak. One of the most poignant was when I visited 
an Iban informant's longhouse in the Batang Ai lake, about 3-4 hours drive west of Kuching. 
This longhouse was located about another hour's boatride from the Batang Ai jetty. This 
longhouse was relocated when the Batang Ai dam had flooded the land two decades ago, 
and the longhouse itself was a modern-looking brick-and-glass edifice. I was looking out 
onto the lake one morning when the unmistakable sound of an outboard motor approaching. 
As the boat came near the longhouse, it was apparent that it was not going to stop but was 
going further up the river instead. On the boat were about six to eight Caucasian-looking 
camera-toting tourists. I remember asking my informant where they had come from, and he 
replied that they were likely to be tourists from the nearby Batang Ai Hilton Hotel on the 
other side of the lake. When asked where they were heading, he said that they were going to 
a traditional wooden longhouse another hour upriver. My informant had lamented that the 
tourists did not stop at his longhouse because it was too modern-looking, or else he and his 
family could be making some money hosting these tourists every other day. What struck me 
was that my informant, and his family and neighbours, had a firm enough grasp of what the 
tourists had wanted to see and experience for them to regret that these conditions are not 
“recreate-able”. Their regret was made even more tangible when they recounted how much 
the tourists would pay for a few hours' entertainment versus the amount of money latex 
would fetch if collected by backbreaking labour in the same time.  
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 In the above encounters, the argument that Iban culture is heading down the road of 
being a touristic one appears more convincing. The longhouses I visited in 1997, 1999 and 
2006 were isolated ones that are easily an hour's boat ride from the nearest rural road. The 
longhouses were not connected by any road to the outside world, and people came and left 
using the river or lake as the exclusive artery in and out of the longhouse. In these faraway 
settings, the reactions of the Iban to tourism, were sure signs that their world, no matter how 
distanced from paved roads and busy towns, had been penetrated by tourists. How else can 
one explain the old man's understanding of the authentic, untainted, traditional shots that a 
camera-toting tourist seeks, or the regret of my informant that their modern longhouse was 
not a tourist-magnet? By removing his shirt and putting on the grass-leaf cap so as to make 
him, the subject, more interesting to me the camera-toting tourist, he clearly showed that his 
'culture' was clearly performing to the expectations of mine (i.e. the 'culture' of a tourist 
which imbues him with a hunger for the exotic), blurring the lines of what MacCannell 
(1973) names, as discussed in Chapter 5, the front and back regions where tourees – named 
in opposition to 'tourists' – “staged authenticity” for tourists in the former, and performed 
everyday life in the latter.  
 On hindsight, my other encounters with Iban interviewees also hinted at the process 
of touristification of Iban culture. As I had already recounted previously, some of my 
informants were very critical about ethnic intruders who were passing off inauthentic Iban 
dance movements and outfits as the genuine articles. While on the one hand they are 
critiquing the lack of authenticity of those who perform as Iban for the sake of internal 
'cultural quality control', they are, on the other hand, aware that these cultural traits are 
scrutinised by tourists of whom they are concerned may be unknowingly fed Iban-cultural 
inaccuracies while on tour. I read this Iban empathy for the necessity that tourists experience 
authentic Iban-ness as a sure sign that the culture is slowly but inadvertently becoming a 
touristic one as defined by Picard (1993, 1996). By being concerned about the authenticity 
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of elements of Iban culture that are being consumed by tourists, the Iban are shifting from 
being passive 'performers' of their cultures to becoming active manipulators who are hands-
on in crafting authenticities – or criticising inauthenticities – for tourists. I can only project 
that as more and more tourists penetrate every nook and cranny of Sarawak in search of the 
ever illusive authentic Iban and his/her longhouse (referred to as a 'resource' to increase 
international arrivals [see Picard 1993: 93-94 for how Indonesia uses Bali for this purpose]), 
Iban culture, like that of Bali, will slowly but surely become inseparable from the cause and 
effect that tourism brings. Just as Picard (1993, 1996) had highlighted how yesterday's 
profane Balinese dances created for tourists had eventually crept into temples and gained 
sacredness for the Balinese who perform and consume them, I am confident that one day, 
the touristic psuedo-Iban dances of today – and other Iban cultural traits performed 
presently for the non-Iban – will become part of the authentic repertoire embraced by the 
Iban of tomorrow.  
  
6.2  Iban and the Spectacles of Nationalism 
When formulating my thought processes for Chapter 6, I realised that tourism was a topic 
not just intriguing in itself, but also because it plugs into more macro-level issues, such as 
nationalism. According to Leong (1997: 92, cited in Henderson 2003), nationalist and 
tourism policies often coexist side by side, and hence the latter can be a useful tool in 
nation-building, comprising the same ingredients of “identification with a place, a sense of 
the historical past, the revival of cultural heritage”. By extension, the visual representation 
of Iban people, and other abstract notions like a common destiny for all Malaysians, is one 
of the vehicles on which Malaysian national identity are carried, since a common language, 
religion and culture are non-existent (see Conklin 1997: 713). Conklin's (1997) case study 
involves the Amazonian Indians and their use of their visual, body images as potent signs to 
symbolise their connections to the land in their struggles for land rights in Brazil. While 
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land rights could be fought on many fronts, Conklin (1997: 713) argues that for the 
Amazonian Indians, “visual imagery” of them dressed in traditional feathers and body-paint 
on bare torsos “...is especially critical [to show their legitimate claims to the contested 
lands] because language barriers impede communication...” with those who speak other 
tongues.  
 I suggest that the visual imagery of the readily identifiable Iban warrior and exotic 
female wallflower exacts the same effect when presented by Malaysia in the “public sphere” 
– this is Harbermas' (1989, cited in Mahon 2000: 471) term for the social space that is 
separate from the state and market economy in which citizens can debate political ideas and 
in which political processes occur” – for the consumption of other Malaysians. An example 
of a prominent public sphere where the State dictates that the Iban make regular appearances 
is the Merdeka (Independence) Day celebrations held annually on 31 August. This day is 
traditionally celebrated with large-scale centralised parades held at stadiums or prominent 
open spaces, with the largest one usually in Kuala Lumpur, but also other smaller ones 
being held in other state capitals. These parades can be analysed as evidence of the “state's 
efforts at inventing ritual and creating landscape spectacle in order to build up a national 
identity...” (Kong and Yeoh 1997: 214). The State-managed annual parade is a form of civic 
ritual because it is out of the ordinary; on this holiday, the public pauses to watch colourful 
performers and emotive programs take place on normally busy streets or sports venues. 
Such a concentrated effort at producing a centralised activity for the consumption for the 
entire nation “is potentially a period of scrutinisation of the central values and axioms of the 
culture in which it occurs” (Turner: 1974: 156, cited in Kong and Yeoh 1997). The Merdeka 
day parades, like the Singapore National day parades described by Kong and Yeoh (1997), 
are partly aimed at producing temporarily a facade of national unity, where the unequal 
everyday social/political/economical relationships between the different Malaysian ethnic 
groups are momentarily suspended to create the illusion of nationwide oneness. For this 
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illusion to succeed, the government of Malaysia concretises the abstract ideas discussed 
above by employing tanglible, material symbols such as “flag, food, product or visual icon” 
to “personify, reify and objectify the nation” (see Leong 2001: 5, for his analysis of National 
Day parades in Singapore). The invention of symbolic and ceremonial rituals (that serve 
particular ideological aims) that then become accepted as 'age-old' traditions have been 
discussed at length by Hobsbawm and Ranger (1992) who edited the book The Invention of 
Tradition. My interest here is of course the usage of Iban 'visual icons' in Merdeka Day 
spectacles.  
 During my four-month fieldwork in Kuching in 2006, I was fortunate enough to 
witness a grand Merdeka Day celebration on 31 August of Malaysia's 49
th
 year of 
independence. Every year, the biggest State-sponsored parade would be held in one of the 
capital cities of Malaysia, while all state capitals would simultaneously hold smaller 
parades. As there are more state capitals on the Peninsular who could host the grandest 
parade of the year, the last time such a parade was held in Sarawak was in 1993. That was 
why Sarawak was particularly proud to host the 2006 parade; it was not only returning to 
Sarawak after a hiatus of 13 years but it was also a landmark one that would propel 
Malaysia into the all-important 50
th
 anniversary in 2007. In accordance with the importance 
of the event, the then Yang di Pertuan Agong, Tuanku Syed Sirajuddin Syed Putra 
Jamalullail, Prime Minister Badawi and all his cabinet ministers, and other dignitaries 
attended the event held at Padang Merdeka in central Kuching. For weeks leading up to the 
event, Kuching was literally given a whitewash before getting dressed up with flags and 
buntings. Derelict buildings near the parade ground were even boarded up to shield 
dignitaries from the architectural eyesores. For the parade itself, besides the prerequisite 
showcase of military hardware, a feature was a mass dance event with hundreds of choir 

































Figure 6.2.1 shows hundreds of schoolchildren, dressed in their traditional ethnic outfits 
parading past the grandstand. In that photograph, you can easily see four Iban girls dressed 
as 'maidens' with their distinctive shimmering silver/aluminum headdresses. Other children 
are dressed in traditional Malay, Chinese, Indian, and other Dayak fashion. Figure 6.2.2 
shows the gaily-dressed performers on Padang Merdeka, with the large seated choir on the 
stands in the background. The Iban 'maiden' can be easily spotted in the centre-left of the 
photograph, right under the red 'K' formed by some choir members. Waving Malaysian flags 
and singing patriotic songs, these performers symbolise not only the youth and vitality of 
Malaysia's future, but also but a 'unity in diversity' amongst its multiethnic population.  
 This Merdeka event was witnessed in-person by perhaps only about 10,000-20,000 
people in Kuching that day who sat in the grandstand or lined the streets that the parade 
marched past. Definitely a lot more Malaysians saw this event on televison as it was beamed 
live into households across the nation. But I argue that the Kuching and television audiences 
pale in comparison to the much larger number who would have seen photographs like those 
in Figure 6.2.1 and Figure 6.2.2 printed in dailies across Malaysia on 1 September and 
appearing in blogs and other news-sites (like the ones where the two photographs were 
taken from). Through these channels, the easily identifiable visual representations of the 
Iban participants as a colourful and willing member of multiethnic Malaysia are thus firmly 
embedded in the psyche of Malaysians throughout the country.  
 I will now discuss Benedict Anderson's often-quoted lines from Imagined 
communities: 
...the nation: it is an imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently 
limited and sovereign... It is imagined because the members of even the smallest 
nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of 
them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion (1983: 6, 
emphasis in original) 
 
The relatively recent birth of Malaysia in 1963 (with the joining of Singapore, Sarawak and 
Sabah) and the coming together of a heterogenous populace as one people surely requires 
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Malaysian nationalism to be forged by a lot more 'imagination' than older and/or 
homogenous nations. In the imagined community that is Malaysia, I suggest that in the mind 
of each Malaysian lives the images (literally a visual imprint in the mind) of the different 
ethnic groups, all decked out in their easily identifiable traditional finest, signifying their 
peaceful communion of being citizens of the same country
108
. These images are learnt by 
children through conventional means (such as images used in textbooks) and also through 
more abstract means (such as images used in tourism advertisements). According to 
Anderson (1983), a nation can only be imagined because unlike in a real community of a 
relatively small size where it is possible that all the members know each other personally, 
the citizens of a nation may not know each another but they yet share a common 
nationalistic bond. In his original analysis, which not many who quote him delve into, 
Anderson cites print capitalism (such as books and newspapers) as an example that 
contributes to the imagining of a nation. His example is particularly poignant for this thesis 
as it could be argued that it is also print capitalism – and the photographs of Iban people 
appearing in the profusion of books and newspapers and other media – which had a major 
role to play in the visual representation of Iban people not only as a distinct ethnic group in 
itself (albeit a backward non-industrialised one) but also as an integral member of the 
imagined communities of 'multiethnicities' that make up Malaysia: 
...the newspaper reader, observing exact replicas of his own paper being consumed 
by his subway, barbershop, or residential neighbours, is continually reassured that 
the imagined world is visibly rooted in everyday life (Anderson 1983: 35-36). 
 
The otherwise extraordinary sight of Iban men in loincloths and barebreasted women in an 
everyday industrialised setting, when transplanted ad nauseam as visual representations 
appearing in daily prints, coffee table books, pamphlets and websites, became decidedly 
ordinary. 
                                                 
108
 I will also add that together with this visual image of other ethnic groups, each Malaysian would also 
associate each ethnic group with a particular set of cultural traits, true or false not withstanding. For example, I 
had mentioned earlier that a prominent Malay academic had joked publicly that Iban people live in trees as a 
sign of their backwardness.  
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 This, using Michael Billig's (1995, cited in Foster 2002: 15-16) term, could be 
referred to as 'banal nationalism'. Billig (1995) suggests that nationalism, and all its 
spectacular displays of military hardware and parades of the masses, is more identified with 
the creation of new states and/or socialist-like political movements outside of the West than 
within. Malaysia's Merdeka Day celebrations discussed above seem to conform to this 
notion. Billig (1995, cited in Foster 2002: 16) however posits a more universal, banal or 
'everyday' nationalism where “ideological habits – assumptions and practices – … serve to 
make nationhood an uncontested, even unnoticed aspect of everyday existence”. For 
Malaysians, the ubiquitous images of the stereotypical Iban men and women, and their 
cross-cultural identifiability, are part of the banal 'everyday' nationalism that helps every 
Malaysian imagine his/her heterogenous nation.      
 
6.3  A Furnivallian Malaysia, with a Twist    
I had previously discussed the possibility that with the increasing touristification of 
Sarawak, Iban culture may, like the Balinese, become a touristic one. This cost-and-effect 
speculation is, albeit, determined largely by speculations on increasing globalisation (and 
cheaper airfares to Sarawak, more affluent tourists wishing to visit there etc.) and therefore 
partly economically deterministic and largely globally oriented. In short, the stimuli are 
mostly 'external' of Malaysia. While considering Benedict Anderson's 
domestically/internally driven arguments about imagined communities, I thought about the 
other factor that drives tourism in Malaysia; it is not a tourist-centric but Malaysia-centric 
one. The tourists may come from places 'external' to Malaysia, but many are drawn there 
due to state-effort in tourist promotion. While most countries have tourism-issues subsumed 
under a larger trade- or culture-oriented ministry, Malaysia's Ministry of Culture, Arts and 
Tourism (where tourism is specifically named at the Ministry-level) suggests evidence of 
the significance of this industry to the country. According to Musa (2000: 145), the tourism-
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related issues have “had full support [from the Malaysian government] in terms of funding, 
planning, coordination, regulation and enforcement”. He points out that financially, the 
Malaysian government's commitment to tourism cannot be faulted: Spending on tourism 
marketing and promotion, and infrastructure, increased from RM17.2 million in the Second 
Malaysia Plan (1971-1975) to RM966 million in the Seventh Malaysia Plan (1996-2000) – 
an increase in excess of 5000% - within a short span of 25 years ( (Musa 2000: 145).  
 Indeed, with Malaysia's heavy involvement in the promotion of Iban culture as 
tourism-worthy, one could argue that the State has the intention of making Iban culture a 
touristic one. Taking the cue from Picard's (1993, 1996) suggestion that the touristification 
of Balinese culture is not only externally generated (i.e. by international tourists) but also 
internally generated (i.e. supported by the colonial and successive Indonesian governments), 
I reflected on the possible reasons (other than the straightforward economic gains) why the 
Malaysian government is so supportive of the minute Iban ethnic group as larger-than-life 
tourism icons. Here, ideas concerning the classic Furnivallian plural society were 
particularly intriguing.  
 J. S. Furnivall defines a plural society as an ethnically heterogenous one under the 
same political unity; each group 
mix but do not combine. Each group holds by its own religions, its own culture and 
language, its own ideas and ways. As individuals meet, but only in the market place, 
in buying and selling. There is a plural society, with different sections of the 
community living side by side, but separating within the same political unit. Even in 
the economic sphere there is division of labour along ethnic line” (1956: 304, cited 
in Leong 1992: 224).  
 
Arguably, Malaysia is “fundamentally a 'plural society' in the Furnivillian sense – that 
ethnic boundaries coincide with economic and social spheres and institutions” (Leong 1992: 
205). This Furnivillian tag is most appropriate when considering Malaysia's three largest 
ethnic groups: Malay, Chinese and Indian. The Malay retain regal and political power and 
are common in the civil service, while the Chinese are controllers of industries and capital, 
and the Indian are mostly blue-collar workers.  
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 The conundrum, then, is where do the Iban fit within this Furnivillian jigsaw? The 
Iban are mostly still engaged in farming of hill-padi and some commercial crops such as 
pepper and rubber. But their padi is largely for subsistence and the production of cash crops 
as a percentage of the nationwide volume is so minute that it could be considered to be 
negligible. Hence, to consider the Iban as the agriculturists of Malaysia within the 
Furnivallian matrix would be farfetched. Anecdotally, I was informed that many Iban serve 
as police officers and soldiers all over Malaysia, but again their numbers within these 
unifromed services would be easily overwhelmed by the Malay (see Enloe 1978: 273).      
 While the Iban appear to be insignificant on the national level from the Furnivallian 
standpoint, the twist is that their prominence as national tourism icons stands out glaringly. 
As mentioned, their culture looms large in terms of visibility in tourism promotion despite 
their disproportionately small population at only 2% of Malaysia's populace. I argue that it 
is perhaps this touristic importance of the Iban culture that can be considered to have sealed 
them a place within the Furniaillian matrix. Looking at Figure 6.1.1 where the five 
Malaysian women stand shoulder to shoulder in advertising Malaysia as a tourism 
destination, it becomes clear to me that as a tourism icon (and not in any other national 
sphere), the Iban woman has not only found her place to stand amongst the other ethnic 
groups but also to do so as an equal despite her ethnic group's small numbers. While the 
Iban have little impact on socio-economical and political issues at the national-level, it is 
arguable that they (and their visual representation as a vital 'tribal' – and sometimes 
romantically equated with being 'uncivilised' – contribution to the Malaysian multiethnic 
mix consisting mainly of the 'old world civilisations' from China, Malay archipelago and 
India) have truly formed (or been groomed into) their own niche as tourism icons for the 
nation. Further research in the future will confirm that while forming only 2% of the total 
Malaysian population, the Iban as tourist attraction bring in a disproportionally large amount 
of foreign exchange.  
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6.4 Chapter Summary  
I suggest that just like in Bali, Iban culture will eventually become a touristic one where one 
cannot begin to analyse it as a whole without also considering how tourism has contributed 
to it. I also make an observation that the Iban, like other Malaysian ethnic groups, are 
prominently featured in Malaysian national day spectacles. I suggest that when dressed up in 
traditional outfits and paraded as willing participants in these parades, the Iban warrior and 
maiden become part of what it accepted as 'ordinary' in the heterogeneity that is Malaysian 
society. I go one step further, making an assertion that the images of the Iban in traditional 
dress is Malaysia's way of finding a (tourism) niche for the Iban in the Furnivillian 
marketplace already crowded with other ethnic groups filling up the niches of governance, 


















Chapter 7 Summary and Conclusion 
At the start of this thesis, I laid out four research questions that would serve to guide the 
course of my research.  
1. How have the Iban been represented in print during the colonial period? What are 
the factors involved in such depictions? 
 
2. In the immediate period before/after Sarawak became a part of independent 
Malaysia, how were the Iban represented in print (especially since the Iban ceased 
being 'colonial subjects' and became full-fledged citizens in a democratic Malaysia)? 
Were there any discernible similarities or differences with those published in the 
preceding colonial period? What is the politics of representation at play during this 
period? 
 
3. With Malaysia recently celebrating her 50
th
 year of independence in 2007, how 
are the Iban people visually represented in the contemporary? How do these differ 
from those in the other time periods examined? While the Iban people were 
relatively „voiceless‟ in how they were being depicted during the colonial and post-
independent periods, how do Iban react to both the new and old visual 
representations of their people? The Iban now have more agency in representing 
„self‟ then in the past, so what are the photographic results of this agency? Do the 
visual stereotypes exist in the agency-laced photographs? 
 
4. What can an analysis of the visual representations of Iban people contribute to our 
understanding of contemporary Iban ethnicity/identity within a heterogenous 
Malaysia? What does the ubiquitous photograph of the 'primitive' Iban that appears 
in the tourism realm tell us about: 1) Tourist-expectations, and 2) national strategies 
in tourism promotion? 
 
Starting with the wood-engraving and early photographic visual representations of the Iban 
people, I showed that they ways they were depicted had some commonalities with the other 
'colonised' natives around the world: Crude savages that were in need of being civilised. 
Some variations do occur. For example, the benevolent rule of the White Rajahs could have 
directly resulted in some empathetic portrayals of the Iban as noble savages. However, the 
ubiquitous images that we see today of the Iban man as warrior (with a propensity for 
violence) and the woman as a sexual nymph at worst and a wallflower at best, were already 
established during this colonial period.  
 While the these images can be explained as being part of the norm during the 
colonial era, their persistence during the period immediately preceding and after Malaysia's 
independence required more investigation. I had initially expected that when the Iban 
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stopped being colonial subjects and became citizens of their own country, their visual 
representations would have similarly taken a positive turn (i.e. I had expected the Iban to 
have been less portrayed as primitive rural folk, and more like proud citizens in a country 
that is striving towards progress). Alas, what I found was more of the same: the Iban warrior 
and topless maiden no longer just appeared in books meant for a Victorian England but also 
in popular media such as local newspapers and magazines. In my analysis, I suggest that 
even though Malaysia had broken free from Britain – and similarly the Iban – the Iban had 
not broken free from being yet another minority within a country ruled by more-powerful 
Others. The perpetuation of such derogatory photographs – especially those of smiling, 
nameless, topless Iban women – in what would have been a relatively conservative 
Southeast Asia in the 1950s/60s suggested to me that internal colonialism was at play. Most 
of the rural Iban at that time were after all part of an insignificant (i.e. politically powerless) 
ethnic minority whom had little influence over how they were visually represented in the 
mass media.        
 Later on, I examined the visual representations of the Iban today. It would have been 
logical to deduce that 50 years after the independence of Malaysia, the Iban would have 
found themselves a niche that would have steered clear of the century-old stereotypes of 
man-the-warrior and woman-the-maiden. However, these stereotypes are so deep-seated that 
they not only appear commonly but they also serve as authenticity markers through which 
'authentic' Iban culture and members are judged. One arena where such visual stereotypes 
thrives is tourism. Not only do tourists come to Sarawak looking for Iban with the 
possessive attributes that are frequently seen in tourism pamphlets, websites and 
guidebooks, the Iban themselves and the tourism industry also take part in the perpetuation 
of these stereotypes, thereby completing a circle of representation.      
 I, did, however, find a stark difference in the visual representations of the Iban 
during the contemporary as compared to before. Unlike before when the Iban had little say 
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in the ways they were visually represented due to their status of being a powerless minority, 
the Iban of today are masters at representing the Self as successfully straddling their rich 
heritage while at the same time embracing the modern. While the Iban on occasion depict 
themselves as part of the MTV-generation, they too have agency to embrace their visual 
stereotypes as man-the-warrior and woman-the-maiden under the right circumstances. By 
taking control of their visual stereotypes and using them positively in the present can be 
seen as a way that the Iban are contesting past injustices, and also to forge a distinctive 
identity within Malaysia as a proud minority. Rather than discarding the past and creating 
something new altogether, Iban visual identity today is partly what others had made of it in 
the past and also what they Iban themselves have forged by co-opting their past and present, 
old and new. The key word here is 'co-opt', as the Iban, at least on the visual front, switch 
between their stereotypes and a totally modern exterior. This flexibility in representing Self, 
as I see it, is an Iban coping mechanism to deal with the modern realities. Their visual 
stereotypes may be negative by the standards of a non-Iban sympathiser, but by performing 
these to a tee – in tourism setting and also in national spectacles like national day parades – 
the Iban have found a tourism niche that places them on the world tourism map and also a 
niche domestically in a Furnivallian sense. So being able to cope by switching between 
visual representations of a warrior/maiden and the man/woman on the street may go part 
way in righting the injusticies that the Iban perceive as being left out of the ethnic rat-race in 
Malaysia despite their bumiputera status.    
 I started out by stating that I wanted to investigate the politics of visual 
representation of the Iban people – how the non-Iban represent the Iban, and also how the 
Iban represent Self – through time and space. I have shown that a unidimensional analysis 
based on one investigative lens is inadequate as the visual representations of the Iban need 
to be understood in the cultural, social and historical contexts of the eras when they were 
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produced and consumed. What have emerged are interesting angles from which the Iban 
past and present have been reexamined.  
 Now at the end of my thesis research, there are a few areas of inquiry that I feel are 
worth exploring further if the prospects of follow-ups are possible. Even though these are 
beyond the scope of this thesis, I feel that there are nonetheless important as they would add 
to the richness of existing Iban and Malaysian studies. One, even though I had not set out to 
write an ethnography of the Iban and their photographs, I had collected many anecdotes 
from both Iban and non-Iban on the photographs I had shown them. These anecdotes 
themselves are interesting, as they give an earthy, honest flavour of reactions (ranging from 
politics to ethnic-pride) that I have not read in the literature before. Such reactions are 
priceless in giving yet another dimension to the Iban that so many know only through 
tourism literature. Two, after the main bulk of the research for this thesis was completed, a 
political tsunami hit Malaysia in 2008 with the opposition winning five states on Peninsular 
Malaysia. The issue of the „Sarawak factor‟ in federal politics will surface in the future as 
the „safe‟ state of Sarawak for the Barisan Nasional ruling coalition gets chipped away 
slowly by the opposition, such as the „safe‟ seat of Sibu being lost to the opposition with a 
razor-thin margin in 2010. The Iban vote is of vital importance and therefore a deeper 
understanding of Iban culture and their influence on federal politics deserve more scrutiny. 
With my own bias, I hope that Iban ethnic-factor at the state and federal levels can be futher 
explored through a more vigourous understanding of how visual culture of the Iban (and 
also other citizens) can contribute to identity construction of both majorities and minorities 
in Malaysia. Three, I hope that my treatment of oft-overlooked visual archives can give a 
breadth of fresh air to researchers in the field of Southeast Asian studies. Hidden in stacks of 
newpapers, shelves of thick books, dusty national archives and even walls of homes 
throughout Southeast Asia are photographs of Self and Other that are waiting to analysed so 
as to contribute to many fields of inquiry.  
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 In sum, the research conducted for this thesis is the first time that the politics of 
visual representation of the Iban people has been analysed. I hope that my analysis has 
revealed further facets of the Iban that will be thought-stimulating for the practitioners of 
Iban and Malaysian studies. Through my thesis, I hopefully have shown that a similar focus 
on the visual representations of the different ethnic groups in Southeast Asia, which is still a 
new field, will produce rich pickings for those interested in Southeast Asian studies in 
general. It would be interesting to one day be able to compare and contrast the politics of 
visual representation for both majority and minority Southeast Asian ethnic groups across 
time and space to see where the Iban experience stands. What would be most gratifying, 
though, would be the copies of this thesis that I have promised some of my Iban informants 
– as gratitude for their selfless assistance – as they will be the catalysts that would spark 
interesting „perepectives from below‟ conversations and debates over many glasses of tuak 


















Adams, K. M. 1984 Come to Tana Toraja, “Land of the heavenly kings”: Travel agents as 
brokers in ethnicity. Annals of tourism research. 11: 469-485. 
 
Albers, P. C. and James, W.R. 1988 Travel photography: A methodological approach. 
Annals of tourism research. 15: 134-158. 
 
Allen, G. 2003 Roland Barthes. London: Routledge.  
 
Allen, R. C. 1992 Audience-oriented criticism and television. In R. C. Allen (ed.) Channels 





Alloula, M. 1986 The colonial harem. Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota. 
 
Andaya, B. W. and Andaya, L. Y. 2001 A history of Malaysia: Second edition. Hampshire: 
Palgrave.  
 
Anderson, B. 1983 Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of 
nationalism. London: Verso.  
 
Anon. Undated. Golden days in Sarawak. Kuching: Sarawak Tourism Board. 
 
Anon. 1958a Sarawak Tribune. July 10, pp. 4. 
 
Anon. 1958b Sarawak Tribune. July 23, pp. 6. 
 
Anon. 1959a Sarawak Tribune. March 6, pp. 3. 
 
Anon. 1959b Sarawak Tribune. June 25, pp. 3. 
 
Anon. 1960 Sarawak Tribune. March 4, pp. 3. 
 
Anon. 1964 Sarawak Tribune. September 14, pp. 2. 
 
Anon. 2005 Annual report 2004: Sarawak Tourism Board. Sarawak: Sarawak Tourism 
Board. 
 
Anon. 2006a Memories of Kuching. The Borneo Post. September 2, pp. 2. 
 
Anon. 2006b Graceful. The Borneo Post. September 16, pp. 5. 
 
Anon. 2006c We have the right moves. The Borneo Post. September 18, pp. 2. 
 
Anon. 2006d Museum picks longhouse to film documentary. The Borneo Post. September 
24, pp. 2. 
 
Anon. 2006e Dancers in action. The Borneo Post. September 25, pp. 3. 
 




Anon. 2006g Wedding reception. The Borneo Post. October 22, pp. 7. 
 
Anon. 2007 Malaysia Records 36 Mln Domestic Visitors Last Year. Malaysia National 
News Agency. http://www.bernama.com/. (Accessed March 16, 2007).  
 
Anon. 2008a  22.05 million tourist arrivals in 2008. Tourism Malaysia. 
http://www.tourism.gov.my/corporate/mediacentre.asp?page=news_desk&subpage=
archive&news_id=304. (Assessed February 1, 2009). 
 
Anon. 2008b Alexander Nanta Linggi. Borneo Talk. Vol. 9, pp. 50. 
 
Anon. Undated. Golden days in Sarawak. Kuching: Sarawak Tourism Board.  
 
Baldwin, E., Longhurst, B., McCracken, S., Ogborn, M. and Smith, G. 2004 Introducing 
cultural studies: Revised first edition. London: Pearson Education Limited. 
 
Banks, M. 2001 Visual methods in social research. London: Sage. 
 





Barringer, T. and Flynn, T. (eds.) 1998 Colonialism and the object: empire, material culture 
and the museum. London, England: Routledge. 
 
Barth, F. 1969 Ethnic groups and boundaries: The social organisation of cultural 
difference. Boston: Little, Brown. 
 
Barthes, R. 1967 The elements of semiology. London: Cape. 
 
Baudrillard, J. 1994 Simulacra and simulation. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan 
Press. 
 
Beegan, G. 1995 The mechanization of the image: Facsimile, photography, and 
fragmentation in nineteenth-century wood engraving. Journal of design history. 8(4): 
257-274. 
 
Belcher, E. 1848 Narrative of the voyage of the H.M.S. Samarang. London, Reeve, Benham 
& Reeve. 
 
Bellwood, P. 1985 Prehistory of the Indo-Malaysian Archipelago. Sydney, Australia: 
Academic Press. 
 
Berma, M. 1996 The commercialization of handicraft production among the Iban of Kapit 
Division in Sarawak, Malaysia: Constraints and potential. Unpublished Ph.D thesis, 
University of Hull, England. 
 
Bhabha, H. K. 1986 The other question: Difference, discrimination and the discourse of 
colonialism. In F. Barker et al (eds.) Literature, politics and theory: Paper from the 
Essex conference 1976-84. pp. 148-172. London: Routledge.  
 




Bock, C. 1882 The head-hunters of Borneo: a narrative of travel up the Mahakkam and 




Boulanger, C. L. 2002 Inventing tradition, inventing modernity: Dayak identity in urban 
Sarawak. Asian ethnicity. 3(2): 221-231. 
 
Brenner, S. 1996 Reconstructing Self and society: Javanese Muslim women and “The veil”. 
American ethnologist. 23(4): 673-697. 
 
Brooke, C. 1866 Ten years in Sarawak. London: Tinsley Brothers. Vols. 1 and 2. 
 
Brooke, J. 1838 Proposed exploring expedition to the Asiatic archipelago. Journal of the 
Royal Geographical Society. 8: 443-448.  
 
__________ 1848 Journals. London: John Murray. Vol. 1 and 2. 
 
Brosius, P. 2000 Bridging the rubicon: Development and the project of futurity in Sarawak. 
In L. Michael, (ed.) Borneo 2000: Politics, history and development. Proceedings of 
the sixth biennial Borneo Research Conference. Pp.1-28. Sarawak, Malaysia: 
Universiti Malaysia Sarawak. 
 
__________ 2003 The forest and the nation: Negotiating citizenship in Sarawak, east 
Malaysia. In R. Rosaldo (ed.) Cultural citizenship in island Southeast Asia: Nation 
and belonging in the hinterlands. Pp.76-133. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 
 
Brown, G. K. 2005 The formation and management of political identities: Indonesia and 
Malaysia compared. Working paper 10. Centre for research on inequality, human 
security and ethnicity, CRISE. < www.crise.ox.ac.uk/pubs/workingpaper10.pdf>. 
 
Buchli, V. 2003 Introduction. In V. Buchli, (ed). The material culture reader. Pp.1-22. 
Oxford: Berg. 
 
Burns, G. L. 2004 Anthropology and tourism: Past contributions and future theoretical 
challenges. Anthropological forum. 14(1): 5-22. 
 
Burns, P. M. 2004 Six postcards from Arabia: A visual discourse of colonial travels in the 
Orient. Tourist studies. 4(3): 255-257. 
 
Clarke, G. 1997 The photograph. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Cleary, M. 1996a Devise and rule: Colonial constructions of the Borneo Dayak c.1860-
1820. Singapore journal of tropical geography. 17(1): 15-23. 
 
__________ 1996b Indigenous trade and European economic intervention in north-west 
Borneo c.1860-1930. Modern Asian studies. 30(2): 301-324. 
 
Cohn, B. 1996 Colonialism and its forms of knowledge. The British Rule in India. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 
 
Conklin, B. A. 1997 Body paint, feathers, and VCRs: Aesthetics and authenticity in 
Amazonian activism. American ethnologist. 24(4): 711-737.  
305 
 
Coombes, A. E. Reinventing Africa: Museums, material culture and popular imagination in 
late Victorian and Edwardian England. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
Denscombe, M. 2003 The good research guide for small-scale social research projects. 




Devereaux, L. An introductory essay. In L. Devereaux and R. Hillman (eds.) Fields of 
vision: Essays in film studies, visual anthropology, and photography. Pp.1-18. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Douglas, N. and Douglas, N. 1999 Towards a history of tourism in Sarawak. Asia Pacific 
journal of tourism research. 4(1):77-86.  
 
Durrans, B. 1993 Introduction. In C. Hose and W. McDougall 1993 The pagan tribes of 
Borneo. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press. [First published 1912 London, 
England: Macmillan. Reprinted 1966 London, England: Cass.] 
 
Edwards, E. 2002 Material beings: Objecthood and ethnographic photographs. Visual 
studies. 17(1): 67-75. 
 
Enloe, C. H. 1978 The issue of saliency of the military-ethnic connection: Some thoughts on 
Malaysia. Comparative politics. 10(2): 267-285. 
 
Errington, S. 1998 The death of primitive art and other tales of progress. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 
 
Evans-Pritchard, D. 1989 How “they” see “us”: Native American images of tourists. Annals 
of tourism research. 16: 89-105. 
 
Fabian, J. Presence and representation: the other and anthropological writing. Critical 
inquiry. 16(4): 753-772. 
 
Fairclough, N. 1995 Critical discourse analysis: The critical study of language. London: 
Longman. 
 
 Ford, J., Hartley, C. H., Harrisson, T., Synge, P. M., and Shackleton, E. 1938 Borneo jungle:  
 An account of the Oxford expedition to Sarawak. London: Lindsay Drummond Ltd. 
 
Foster, R. J. 2002 Materializing the nation: Commodities, consumption, and Media in 
Papua New Guinea. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
 
Foucault, M. 1980 Power/knowledge. Brighton: Harvester. 
 
Francis, M. 2006 'Betenun' – A dying art of Iban community. The Borneo Post. October 26, 
pp. 26. 
 
Freeman, D. J. 1968 The Iban of Borneo. Kuala Lumpur: London School of Economics 
Monographs on Social Anthropology No. 41. 
 
Furness, W. H. 1902 The home-life of Borneo headhunters: Its festivals and folk-lore. 
Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Co. 
306 
 
Gable, E. 2002 Bad copies: The colonial aesthetic and the Manjaco-Portuguese encounter. 
In P. S. Landau and D. K. Deborah (eds.) Images & Empires: Visuality in colonial 
and postcolonial Africa. Pp. 294-319. Berkeley: University of California Press.  
 
Gavin, T. 1995 Iban ritual fabrics; theirs patterns and names. Unpublished PhD thesis. 
University of Hull, England. 
__________ 1996 The Women’s Warpath: Iban ritual fabrics from Borneo. Los Angeles: 
UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History. 
Gellner, E. 1983 Nations and nationalism. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Gilman, S. 1985 Difference and pathology: Stereotypes of sexuality, race, and madness. 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
Ginsburg, F. D., Abu-Lughod, L. and Larkin, B. 2002 Introduction. In F. D. Ginsburg,  L. 
Abu-Lughod and B. Larkin (eds.) Media worlds: Anthropology on new terrain. Pp. 
1-36. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Goffman, E. 1959 The presentation of Self in everyday life. New York: Doubleday Anchor. 
__________ 1974 Frame analysis: An essay on the organisation of experience. Cambridge, 
Ma.: Harvard. 
Goldstein, B. M. 2007 All photos lie: Images as data. In G. C. Stanczak (ed.) Visual 
research methods: Image, society, and representation. Pp. 61-81. California: Sage 
Publications.  
 
Golluart, P. 1965 River of the white lily – Life in Sarawak. London: John Murray. 
 
Gomes, E. H. 1911 17 years among the Sea Dyaks of Borneo – A record of intimate 
association with the natives of the Bornean jungles. London: Seely & Co. 
 
Gomm, R. 2004 Social research methodology: A critical introduction. Hampshire: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
 
Graburn, N. H. H. 2001 Relocating the tourist. International sociology. 16(2): 147-148. 
 
Greenwood, J. 1865 The adventures of Reuben Davidger: Seventeen years and four months 
captive among the Dyaks of Borneo. London: Ward Lock. 
 
Gross, L. 1985 Life vs art: The interpretation of visual narratives. Studies in visual 
communication. 11(4): 2-11. 
 
Habermas, J. 1989 The structural transformations of the public sphere: An inquiry into a 
category of bourgeois society. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Hall, S. 1980 Encoding/decoding. In S. Hall, D. Hobson, A. Lowe and P. Willis (eds.) 
Culture, media, language. Pp.128-138. London: Centre for contemporary cultural 
studies, University of Birmingham. 
 
__________ 1988 New ethnicities. ICA Documents. 7: 27-31. 
307 
 
__________ 1995 What is this „black‟ in black popular culture? In D. Morely and K. H. 
Chen (eds.) Stuart Hall: Critical dialogues in cultural studies. Pp.468-479. London: 
Routledge. 
 
__________ 2003 The work of representation. In S. Hall (ed.) Representation: Cultural 
representations and signifying practices. Pp. 13-74. Milton Keynes: The Open 
University. 
 
Harrison, T. H. 1933 The Oxford University expedition to Sarawak, 1932. The 
Geographical Journal. 82(5): 385-406. 
 
__________ 1966 Gawai Antu. In Anon. (ed.) The Straits Times Annual. Pp. 74-77. 
Singapore: Straits Times Publication. 
 
Henderson. J. C. 2003 Tourism promotion and identity in Malaysia. Tourist culture and 
communication. 4(2): 71-81. 
 
Hind, R. J. 1984 The internal colonial concept. Comparative studies in society and history. 
26(3): 543-568. 
 
Hiwasaki, L. 2000 Ethnic tourism in Hokkaido and the shaping of Ainu identity. Pacific 
affairs. 73(3): 393-412. 
Hoberman, R. 2003 In quest of a museal aura: turn of the century narratives about museum-
displayed objects. Victorian literature and culture. 2003: 467-482. 
Hobsbawm, E. and Ranger, T. 1992 The invention of tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
Hodeir, C. 2002 Decentering the Gaze at French colonial exhibitions. In P. S. Landau and 
D. K. Deborah (eds.) Images & Empires: Visuality in colonial and postcolonial 
Africa. Pp. 233-252. Berkeley: University of California Press.  
 
Hoff, J. 1989 Why is there no history of pornography? In S. Gubar and J. Hoff (eds.) For 
adult users only: The dilemma of violent pornography. Pp. 14-46. Indiana: Indiana 
University Press. 
 
Hose, C. 1926 Natural man-a record from Borneo. London: MacMillan and Co. 
Hose, C. and McDougall, W. 1912 The pagan tribes of Borneo. London: MacMillan & Co. 
Vol. 1 and 2. 
 
Idris, S. R. H. and Azzahra, F. 1996 Orang Iban. Pinang: PJ. 
 
Jawan, J. A. 1993 The Iban factor in Sarawak politics. Serdang: Penerbit Universiti 
Pertanian Malaysia. 
 
Jennings, E. 1953 An Iban welcome. In Anon. (ed.) The Straits Times Annual. Pp. 86 - 89. 
Singapore: Straits Times Publications. 
 
Jenkins, O. H. 2003 Photography and travel brochures: the circle of representation. Tourism 




Jorgen, B. 1961 Ulu:The world's end. Burwood: George Allen & Unwin Ltd. 
 
Kedit, P. M. 1980 Modernization among the Iban of Sarawak. Kuala Lumpur: Dewan 
Bahasa Dan Pustaka Kementerian Perlajaran Malaysia. 
 
__________ 2006a Iban society. In H., Salleh (ed.) Peoples and traditions. Pp.90-91. 
 Singapore: Editions Didier Millet. Vol 12 in the series The Encyclopedia of 
 Malaysia. 
 
__________ 2006b Iban values, beliefs and rituals. In H., Salleh (ed.) Peoples and 
 traditions. Pp.92-93. Singapore: Editions Didier Millet. Vol 12 in the series 
 The Encyclopedia of Malaysia. 
 
Kellner, D. 1995 Media culture: Cultural studies, identity and politics between the Modern 
and the Postmodern. London: Routledge. 
 
Keppel, H. 1846 The expedition to Borneo of H.M.S. Dido. London: Chapman & Hall. Vol. 
1 and 2. 
 
King, V. T. 1993 The peoples of Borneo. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers. 
 
__________ and Jawan, J. A. 1996 The Ibans of Sarawak, Malaysia: ethnicity, 
marginalization and development. In D. Dwyer and D. Drakkis-Smith (eds.) 
Ethnicity and development: geographical perspectives. Pp.195-214. West Sussex: 
John Wiley & Sons. 
 
__________ and William, D. W. 2005 The modern anthropology of South-East Asia: An 
introduction. London: Routledge Curzon. Reprint.  
 
Kong, L. and Yeoh, B. S. A. 1997 The construction of national identity through the 
production of ritual and spectacle: An analysis of National Day parades in 
Singapore. Political geography. 16(3): 213-239.  
 
Kress, G. and van Leeuwen, T. 1996 Reading images: The grammar of visual design. 
London: Routledge.  
 
Landau, P. S. 2002 Empires of the visual: Photography and colonial administration in 
Africa. In P. S. Landau and D. K. Deborah (eds.) Images & Empires: Visuality in 
colonial and postcolonial Africa. Pp. 141-171. Berkeley: University of California 
Press.  
 
Lat 1990 Lat as usual. Kuala Lumpur: Berita Publishing. 
 
Layder, D. 2004 Social and personal identity: Understanding yourSelf. London: Sage. 
 
Leong, H. K. 1992 Dynamics of policy-making in Malaysia: The formulation of the New 
Economic Policy and the National Development Policy. Asian journal of public 
administration. 14(2): 204-227. 
 
Leong, W. T. 1997 Culture and the state: manufacturing traditions for tourism. In J. T. Ong, 
C. K. Tong and E. S. Tan (eds.) Understanding Singapore society. Pp. 513-534. 
Singapore: Times Academic Press. 
309 
 
Leong, L. W.-T. 2001 Consuming the nation: National Day parades in Singapore. New 
Zealand journal of Asian Studies. 3(2): 5-16. 
 
Levine, P. 2008 State of undress: Nakedness and the colonial imagination. Victorian studies. 
50(2): 189-219. 
 
Lim, K. T. 2000 „Iban‟: The emergence of an identity in Sarawak. Unpublished PhD thesis. 
Griffith University, Australia. 
 
Linggi, D. A. M. 2001 Ties that bind: Iban ikat weaving. Kuching: The Tun Jugah 
Foundation. 
 
Linklater, A. 1990 Wild people. London: Butler & Tanner Ltd.  
 
Low, H. 1848 Sarawak; its inhabitants and productions: Being notes during a residence in 
that country with H.H. The Rajah Brooke. London: Richard Bentley.  
 
Lumenta, D. 2001 Reconstructing Iban identities over a glass of tuak: Notes from a fieldtrip 
to the Batang Kanyau Iban in West Kalimantan. Antropologi Indonesia. 66: 110-113. 
 
MacCannell, D. 1973 Staged authenticity: Arrangements of social space in tourist settings. 
The American journal of sociology. 79(3): 589-603. 
 
__________ 2001 Tourist agency. Tourist studies. 1(1):23-37. 
 
MacDonald, M. 1956 Borneo people. London: Jonathan Cape. 
 
Mahon, M. 2000 The visible evidence of cultural producers. Annual review of anthropology. 
29: 467-492. 
 
Markwick, M. 2001 Postcards from Malta: Image, consumption, context. Annals of tourism 
research. 28(2): 417-438. 
 
Marryat, F. 1848 Borneo and the Indian Archipelago: with drawings of costume and 
scenery. London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans. 
 
Martin, J. and Martin, R. 2004 History through the lens: Every picture tells a story. In P. J. 
Christopher (ed.) Seeing is believing: Approaches to visual research. Studies in 
qualitative methodology, Volume 7. Pp.1-7. London: Elsevier. 
 
Maxwell, A. 1999 Colonial photography and exhibitions: Representations of the ‘Native’ 
and the making of European identities. London: Leicester University Press. 
 
Miller, H. and Arnold, J. 2001 Self in web home pages: Gender, identiy and power in 
cyberspace. In G. Riva and C. Galimberti (eds.) Towards cyberpsychology: Mind, 
cognitions and society in the internet age. Pp.73-94. Amsterdam: IOS Press. 
 
Mirzoeff, N. 1999 An introduction to visual culture. New York: Routledge.  
Mitchell, W. J. T. 1994 Picture theory. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 
 
Moore, W. K. 2007 Malaysia: A pictorial history 1400-2004. Kuala Lumpur, Archipelago 
Press. 3rd edition. 
310 
 
Morgan, N. and Pritchard, A. 1998 Tourism promotion and power: Creating images, 
creating identities. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons. 
 
Morgan, N. and Pritchard, A. 2000 Advertising in tourism and leisure. Oxford: Butterworth-
Heinemann. 
 
Morrison, H. 1957 Sarawak. London: MacGibbon & Kee. 
 
__________ 1962 Life in a longhouse. Hong Kong: Borneo Literature Bureau.  
 
Mundy, R. 1848 Narrative of events in Borneo and Celebes. London: John Murray. 
 
Musa, G. 2000 Tourism in Malaysia. In C. M. Hall and S. Page (eds.) Tourism in South and 
Southeast Asia: Issues and cases. Pp.144-156. Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann. 
 
Mustafa, H. N. 2002 Portraits of modernity: Fashioning selves in Dakarois popular 
photography. In P. S. Landau and D. K. Deborah (eds.) Images & \empires: Visuality 
in colonial and postcolonial Africa. Pp. 172-192. Berkeley: University of California 
Press.  
 
Muzaini, H. 1997 'Sarawak in box!' (re)creating landscapes in the Sarawak cultural village. 
Unpublished academic exercise. National University of Singapore: Singapore. 
 
Naimah, S. T. 1999 Administrators and their service: The Sarawak Administrative Service 
under the Brooke Rajahs and British colonial rule. Oxford: Oxford University Press.   
 
Navab, A. D. 2001 Re-picturing photography: A language in the making. Journal of 
aesthetic education. 35(1): 69-84. 
 
Nelson, B.  2008 Dancers wow Russian diners.  The Star online. http://thestar.com.my/. 
(Accessed October 4,  2006). 
 
Ngidang, D. 2005 Deconstruction and reconstruction of native customary land tenure in 
Sarawak. Southeast Asian Studies. 43(1): 47-75. 
 
O'Hanlon, R. 1987 Into the heart of Borneo. London: Vintage Books. 
 
Ooi, K. G. 1999 A broken promise?: Great Britain‟s failure to honour treaty obligations to 
Brooke Sarawak, a British protectorate. Indonesia and the Malay world. 22(77): 46-
63.  
 
Oxford English Dictionary, Second Edition, part XIII (1989) Prepared by Simpson, John A. 
and Weiner, Edmund S. C. Taunton. Massachusetts: Clarendon. 
 
Peleggi, M. 2002 Lords of Things: The Fashioning of the Siamese Monarchy's Modern 
Image. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press. 
 
Peterson, M. A. 2003 Anthropology and mass communication: Myth and media in the new 




Picard, M. 1993 'Cultural tourism' in Bali: National integration and regional differentiation. 
In M. Hitchcock, V. T. King and M. J. G. Parnwell (eds.) Tourism in South-East 
Asia.  Pp. 71-98. London: Routledge. 
 
__________ 1996 Bali: Cultural Tourism and Touristic Culture. Singapore: Archipelago. 
 
Pieterse, J. N. 1995 White on black: Images of Africa and Blacks in western popular culture. 
New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
Pietikainen, S. 2003 Indigenous identity in print: representations of the Sami in news 
discourse. Discovery & society. 14(5): 581-609. 
 
Pinney, C. 2004 ‘Photos of the Gods’: The printed image and political struggle in India. 
London: Reaktion Books.  
 
Postill, J. 2006 Media and nation building: How the Iban became Malaysian. New York: 
Berghahn Books.   
 
Potter, J. 2003 Discourse analysis. In A. Kuper and J. Kuper (eds.) The social science 




Pringle, R. 1970 Rajahs and rebels: The Ibans of Sarawak under Brooke rule, 1841-1941. 
London: MacMillan. 1
st
 published 1936. 
 
__________ 2007 Rajahs and rebels: The Ibans of Sarawak under Brooke rule, 1841-1941. 
Kuala Lumpr: Synergy Media. 1
st
 published 1936. 
 
Ratcliffe, P. 1958 The Iban model. In Anon. (ed.) The Straits Times Annual. Pp. 38 – 41. 
Singapore: Straits Times Publications. 
 
Reece, B. 2004 The White Rajahs of Sarawak: A Borneo dynasty. Singapore: Archipelago 
Press.  
Reed, M. 1998 A short walk through Sarawak: The Sarawak Cultural Village revealed. 
Kuching: Travelcom Asia. 
 
Reinhardt, J. M. 1970 Administrative policy and practice in Sarawak: Continuity and 
change under the Brookes. The Journal of Asian Studies. 29(4): 851-862. 
 
Reisinger, Y. 1994 Tourist-host contact as a part of cultural tourism. World leisure and 
recreation. 36(summer): 24-28. 
 
Rose, G. 2001 Visual methodologies. London: Sage. 
 
Roth, H. L. 1896 The natives of Sarawak and British North Borneo. London: Truslove & 
Hanson. Vol. 1 and 2. 
 
Rousseau, J. 1990 Central Borneo: ethnic identity and social life in a stratified society. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
 
Ryan, J. R. 1997 Picturing Empire: Photography and the visualization of the British 




Salleh, H. 2006 (vol. ed.) Peoples and traditions. Singapore: Editions Didier Millet. Vol 12 
in the series The Encyclopedia of Malaysia. 
 
Sandin, B. 1980 Iban adat and augury. Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia. 
 




Sather, C. 1994 Introduction. Sources of Iban traditional history, Sarawak Museum Journal 
Special Monograph No. 7. XLVI(67):1-78. 
 
Shamsul, A. B. 2000 Redefining cultural nationalism in multiethnic Malaysia: a recent 
observation. Inter-Asia cultural studies. 1(1): 169-171,  
 
__________ 2001 A history of an identity, an identity of a history: The idea and practice of 
„Malayness‟ in Malaysia reconsidered. Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 32(3): 
355-366.  
 
Shepherd, R. 2002 Commodification, culture and tourism. Tourist studies. 2(2):183-201. 
 
Shore, S. 1998 The nature of photography. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.  
 
Snyder, J. and Allen, N. W. 1975 Photography, vision, and representation. Critical inquiry. 
2(1): 143-169. 
 
Soda, R. 2007 People on the move: Rural-urban interactions in Sarawak. Kyoto Area 
Studies On Asia, Centre for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University, Volume 13. 
Kyoto: Kyoto University Press, and Melbourne: Trans Pacific Press.  
 




Sutlive, V. Jr. 1992 The Iban of Sarawak: Chronicle of a vamishing world. Kuala Lumpur: 




__________ and Sutlive, J. (eds.) 2001 The encyclopedia of Iban studies: Iban history, 
society and culture. Kuching: The Tun Jugah Foundation. 
 
Tan, D. G. 2009 Book review: People on the Move by Ryoji Soda. Singapore journal of 
tropical geography.  30(1): 143-144. 
 
Templer, J. C. 1853 The private letters of Sir James Brooke, Rajah of Sarawak. London: 
Richard Bentley. 
 
Teng, E. J. 2004 Taiwan’s imagined geography: Chinese colonial travel writing and 
pictures, 1683-1895. Taipei: SMC Publishing Inc.  
 
Thomas, V. S. 1998 Ethnicity as otherness in visual representations: An approach to a 
critical discursive methodology. Unpublished masters thesis. University of Helsinki. 
 
Thurlow, C., Jaworski, A. and Ylanne-McEwen, V. 2005 “Half-hearted tokens of 
transparent love”?: “Ethnic” postcards and the visual mediation of host-tourist 




Timothy, D. J. and Boyd, S. W. 2003 Heritage tourism. Harlow: Prentice Hall. 
 
__________ and Prideaux, B. 2004 Issues in heritage and culture in the Asia pacific 
 region. Asia Pacific journal of tourism research. 9(3): 213-223. 
 
Tourism Malaysia. 22.05 million tourist arrivals in 2008. 
http://www.tourism.gov.my/corporate/mediacentre.asp?page=news_desk&subpage=
archive&news_id=304 .  (Accessed February 1, 2009). 
 
Turner, V. The ritual process. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
 
Urry, J. 1990 The tourist gaze: Leisure and travel in contemporary societies. London: Sage. 
 
Wadely, R. L. 2001 Trouble on the frontier: Dutch–Brooke relations and Iban rebellion in 
the West Borneo borderlands (1841–1886). Modern Asian Studies. 35(3):623-644. 
 
__________ 2004 Punitive expeditions and divine revenge: Oral and colonial histories of 
rebellion and pacification in western Borneo, 1886-1902. Ethnohistory. 51(3): 609-
636. 
 
Wallace, A. R. 1883 The Malay archipelago: The land of the orang-utan and the bird of 
paradise. London: Macmillan and Co. 
 
Ward, A. B. 1966 Rajah’s servant. Ithaca: Cornell University data paper, No. 61. 
 





Wood, R. E. 1984 Ethnic tourism, the State, and cultural change in Southeast Asia. Annals 
of tourism research. 11: 353-374. 
 
WordNet® 3.0. Princeton University. http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/representation. 
(Accessed June 14, 2007).  
 
Xie, P. F. and Wall, G. 2002 Visitors' perceptions of authenticity at cultural attractions in 
Hainan, China. International journal of tourism research. 4: 353-366.  
 
Yaapar, S. 2005 Negotiating identity in Malaysia: Multi-cultural society, Islam, theatre and 
tourism. Asian journal of social science. 33(3): 473-485. 
 
Yea, S. 2005 On and off the ethnic tourism map in Southeast Asia: The case of Iban 
longhouse tourism, Sarawak, Malaysia. Tourism geographies. 4(2): 173-194.  
 
Zeppel, H. D. 1994 Authenticity and the Iban: Cultural tourism in Iban longhouses in 
Sarawak, Easy Malaysia. Unpublished Ph.D thesis. James Cook University: 
Australia. 
 
END 
 
 
